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. The Divine Mother has revealed Herself in a natural rock form (Pindies) 
- inside-the Sanctum Sanctorum, There are no statues, idols or photographs 
inside the Holy Cave. Pilgrims are requested to focus their attention only on 
the Holy Pindies. Kindly refer to the photograph reproduced above. To the 
extreme left is the Pindi of Mata Maha Saraswati (the Supreme Energy of 
Creation). In the middle is the Pindi of Mata Maha Lakshmi (the Supreme — 
Energy of Maintenance) and towards extreme right is the Pindi of 
Maha Kali (the Supreme Energy of Dissolution). Mata Vaishno Devi Jii 
"believed to bean incarnation of all the three Supreme Energies. 
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BHAWAN 47 


The first sight of the Holy Bhawan brings a sudden upsurge of 
energy and all the tiredness of the strenuous climb evaporates 
immediately as if by a magic wave of some mystic wand. 
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Ac the commencement of the Aarti, the pujaris utter aloud the 
108 names of Durga. Then they perform Atam Puja for their own 
purification and apply tilak on each other's forehead. 


MANAGEMENT 67 


The management of the Yatra and the governance and 
administration of the Shrine is done by the Shri Mata Vaishno 
Devi Shrine Board, popularly called the Shrine Board. 
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Introduction 


A pilgrimage to the Holy Shrine of Shri Mata Vaishno Devi Ji is considered to 
be one of the holiest pilgrimages of our times. Popular the world over as ‘Moonh 
Maangi Muradein Poori Karne Wali Mata’, which means the Mother who fulfills 
whatever Her children wish for, Shri Mata Vaishno Devi Ji resides in a Holy 
Cave located in the folds of the three peaked mountain named Trikuta (Pronounced 
as Trikoot). The Holy Shrine attracts lakhs of devotees owing to the unflinching 
faith of the people who throng the Shrine from all parts of India and abroad. 


Katra, a small but vibrant town, situated around 50 kilometers from Jammu, 
(the winter capital of the State of Jammu & Kashmir), serves as the base camp for 
the journey to the Shrine. Vehicular approach is possible only till Katra, and in 
order to reach the Holy Shrine, a pilgrim is required to undertake a trek of around 
12 kilometers either on foot or on ponies or palanquins. A helicopter service has 
recently been introduced for the benefit of the yatries, especially the aged and the 
infirm. 


The Holy Cave of the Mother is situated at an altitude of 5200 ft. At the 
culmination of their pilgrimage, the yarries are blessed with the Darshans of the 
Mother Goddess inside the Sanctum Sanctorum- the Holy Cave. These Darshans 
are in the shape of three natural rock formations called the Pindies. There are no 
statues or idols inside the Cave. Darshans are open for the yatries throughout the 
year. 


During the last 16 years (since the incorporation of the Shri Mata Vaishno 
Devi Shrine Board under “The Jammu & Kashmir Shri Mata Vaishno Devi Shrine 
Act, 1986’) and with the continued blessings of Shri Mata Vaishno Devi Ji, the 
entire stretch of the Holy pilgrimage has witnessed miraculous growth and 
development, both in terms of infrastructure and the number of pilgrims visiting 
the Holy Shrine. The magnificence of growth amidst a challenging mountainous 
terrain is a phenomenon which cannot be expressed in language and though a lot 
of human sweat and efforts have gone into developing the entire expanse, all 
those who have been connected with the development vouch for the fact that 
without the Divine inspiration and blessings of Mata, it would not have been 
possible to achieve so much in so little time. 


The pilgrimage to the Holy Shrine of Shri Mara Vaishno Devi Ji is a unique 
experience in itself. The miracles are too many to narrate and too evident to raise 
any doubts. Away from the harsh realities and monotony of life, as one goes 
higher and higher up the mountain on his way to the Holy Cave, a mystical calm 
and ethereal peace descends and envelops him. And there is only one term that 
can perhaps describe the feelings of a pilgrim- ‘Jai Mata Di’. 
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RSE M A 


Call of Mata 


The journey to the Holy Shrine of Shri Mata 
Vaishno Devi Ji starts with the Call of Mata. It is 
not only a belief but also a strong experience of one 
and all that the Divine Mother sends a call to Her 
children. And once a person receives it, wherever he 
is, is bound to visit the Mother to receive Her 
unbounded love and blessings. A popular slogan in 
the local folklore beautifully expresses it- Maan Aap 
Bulandi - which means that The Mother Herself 
Calls! It is also a matter of experience by almost all 
those who visit the Holy Shrine that upon the Call 
of Mata, a person needs to just take one step and 
leave the rest to Her and his journey gets completed 
with Her Divine blessings. Simultaneously, it is also 
believed that unless there is a call or Bulawa no one 
can visit the Shrine or have Her blessings, howsoever 
high or mighty one may be. 


The Glory of the Holy 
Shrine of Shri Mata 
Vaishno Devi Ji 


The mystic and spiritual 
traditions of India have proposed 
four Purusharths (objectives) of a 
human life. These are Dharm 
(Righteousness) Arth (Material 
Pursuits), Kaam (Contentment) 
and Moksh (Enlightenment). Shri 
Mata Vaishno Devi Ji is believed to 
grant all these four boons to the 
devotee who visits the Holy Shrine 
to pay obeisance to Her. It is a 
common experience that all the 
wishes of a pilgrim are fulfilled. She 
is famous as ‘Moonh Maangi 
Muradein Poort Karne wali Mata! 
which means, ‘A Mother who fulfills 

i that Her children 
ask or wish for.' And in 
Iso takes care that the 


e objective of a human life, 
/ (enlightenment) is not lost 
on the way. So, while all the material 
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and worldly desires of Her devotees are fulfilled in abundance, She always guides them towards 
attaining the final goal of Moksh! The ever-growing numbers of devotees of Mata are a living 
testimony of Her powers and love for Her children. All that one needs to do is to visit Her 
Holy Shrine with a genuine prayer in the heart and his wishes are fulfilled. 


The Revelation 


The Trikuta Mountain where the Shrine 
is located and the Holy Cave are the gateway 
to the dimension of Super Consciousness. 
And just like the Trikuta Mountain, which is 
one at the base but has three peaks, the 
revelation of the Mother Goddess in the Holy 
Cave is in a natural rock form which is one at 
the base but has three heads at the top. These 
three heads in a natural rock form are known 
as the Holy Pindies and are thus worshipped 
as the revelation of the Mother Goddess. The 
entire rock body is immersed in water, and a 
marble platform has now been constructed 
all around. The main Darshans remain to be 
of the three heads called the Holy Pindies. 


The uniqueness of the Holy Pindies is that 
although they emanate from one single rock 
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form, each one is distinctly different from 
the other two in colour and texture. The 
Pindi wo the extreme left of the viewer is 
worshipped as the Holy Pindi of Mata 
Maha Saraswati (the Supreme Energy of 
Creation). It has a whitish tinge when 
looked at attentively. White is also the 
colour associated with Mata Maha 
Saraswati. In the centre is the Holy Pindi 
of Mata Maha Lakshmi (the Supreme 
Energy of Maintenance) with a yellowish- 
red tinge, the colour associated with Mata 
Maha Lakshmi. Towards the right is the 
Holy Pindi of Mata Maha Kali (the 
Supreme Energy of Dissolution) in the 
colour associated with Her i.e. black. Shri 
Mata Vaishno Devi Ji is considered to be 
an incarnation of the three Supreme 


Energies. 


Being the Supreme force of Crea 
Mata Maha Saraswati is considered to be the basic source of all creation, knowledge, 
righteousness, art, spiritualism, piousness etc. Since white is a colour that denotes pi s 
and purity, hence it is associated with Mata Maha Saraswati. She represents the Satva Guna- 
the quality of purity. 


Mara Maha Lakshmi is the Supreme Energy of Maintenance. She represents Rajas Gi 
the quality of inspiration and effort, and is considered to be the basic source of we 
prosperity, material gains, quality of life etc. Wealth and prosperity are better represented Dy 
the colour of gold, which is yellow, and hence associated with Mata Maha Lakshmi. 


The Supreme Energy of dissolution is Mata Maha Kali. She represents the Tam Guza- De 
quality associated with the darker and unknown realms of life. Tam stands for dari 
Psychology and science state that only a very small per cent of the Universe is conscious. The 
remaining is still subconscious or unconscious. 
These unknown realms contain all the 
mysteries of life. Creation is a phenomenon, 
which exists within a specific time. However 
the Energy that transcends the barriers of time 
is the Eternal Time or Maha Kali. Since man’s 
knowledge about life is very limited and he 
remains in the dark about most of it, it is 
represented by the color black which is 
associated with Mata Maha Kali, She is the 
basic source of all that is mystical and unknown 
to man. In Her attribute of Maha Kali. 
Mother Goddess constantly guides Her 


the 


devotees to conquer the forces cÍ darkness 
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All human beings contain attributes of each of the three above mentioned Gums (qualities) 
and their behavior is determined by the Guna which is predominant in their nature. But, in 
order to lead a meaningful life, a proper balance among these three is necessary. The Holy 
Cave is charged with such energy that it helps in creating this vital but rare balance in a 
person. This is what makes the Holy Shrine of Mata Vaishno Devi Ji unique in the entire 
world. 


A History of the Holy Shrine 


Like with most old Shrines, it is not possible to ascertain when exactly the pilgrimage to 
the Holy Shrine started. A geological study of the Holy Cave has indicated its age to be nearly 
a million years, Vedic literature gives no reference to the worship of any female deity, although 
the mountain Trikuta does find its mention in Rigveda, the oldest of the four Vedas The 
practice of worshipping Shakti, largely started in the Puranic period. 


The first mention of the Mother Goddess is in the epic Mahabharat. When the armies of 
Pandavs and Kaurvas were arrayed in the battlefield of Kurukshetra, Arjun, the chief warrior 
of Pandavs upon advice of Sri Krishna meditated upon the Mother Goddess and sought Her 
blessings for victory. This is when Arjun addresses the Mother Goddess as ‘Jambookatak 
Chityaishu Nityam Sannibitalaye, which means ‘you who always dwell in the temple on the 
slope of the mountain in Jamboo' (probably referring to the present day Jammu). 


It is also generally believed that the Pandavs were the first to build the temples at Kol 
Kandoli and Bhawan in reverence and gratitude for the Mother Goddess. On a mountain, 
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just adjacent to the Trikuta Mountain and overlooking the Holy Cave are five stone structures, 
which are believed to be the rock symbols of the five Pandavs. Perhaps the oldest reference of 
the visit of a historical figure to the Holy Cave is that of Guru Gobind Singh who is said to 
have gone there via Purmandal. The old foot track to the Holy Cave passed through this well- 
known pilgrimage centre. 


Some traditions believe this Shrine to be the holiest of all Shaktipeeths (a place where the 
Mother Goddess, the Eternal Energy has Her abode) since the skull of Mata Sati fell here. 
Others believe that Her right arm had fallen here. But some scriptures do not agree with it. 
They do agree that at a place called Ganderbal in Kashmir, the right arm of Sati had fallen. 
However, in the Holy Cave of Shri Mata Vaishno Deviji Shrine; one does find stone remains 
of a human hand, popularly known as Varad Hast (the hand that grants boons and blessings). 


Legend 


As per the popularly 
accepted version, Vaishnavi 
took birth in human form in 
present day South India in the 
house of one Ratnakar Pandit, 
who was a devotee of the 
Mother Goddess. By observing, 
rigorous spiritual discipline 
(Tapasya), She reached the 
spiritual peak known as 
Enlightenment, when She 
became the medium of 
transmission of spiritual powers 
of Her creators and also of all 
the Gods and Goddesses of the 
Universe. This mythological 
tale belongs to the Treta Yug (the 
second of the four eras 
according to Eastern 
calculations of time which 
suggest four eras, viz., Sat Yug, 
Treta Yug, Dwapar Yug and Kali 
Yug each spread over thousands 
of years. The present era is 
considered to be Kaliyug, the 
age of darkness). 


The Legend further s2ys 
that Vaishnavi wished to me: 
Lord Vishnu, who had t: 
birth in his incarnation a 
Ram. (Symbolically this i 
that Vaishnavi had a deep 
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craving to complete the spiritual discipline and attain Enlightenment whereby She could 
merge in the Divine). Hence, since a very young age, She took permission of Her father and 
spent time in the nearby forest observing various disciplines and devoting Her time to spiritual 
development. Her fame grew in the vicinity asa spiritual being blessed with miraculous powers, 
During that time, Ram was spending his time in exile in the forest, searching for his spouse 
Sita, whom Ravan had abducted and confined in the territory known as Lanka. With his 
brother Lakshman and friends Hanuman, Jamwant and their armies, Ram reached the forests 
of south India from where he planned to attack Lanka. Ravan too was a very powerful king. 
Ram knew about his numerous powers attained through rigorous spiritual disciplines and 
blessings of Lord Shiva. 


Before embarking on the war front, Ram, upon advice of his ministers and friends, went 
to seek blessings from all the spiritually evolved beings, who resided in the forest nearby. 
Vaishnavi being one of them, when Ram visited Her, She immediately recognized him as the 
incarnation of Lord Vishnu and expressed Her lifelong desire to become his spouse. But since 
Ram had taken upon a vow of having only one wife in his current incarnation, and being 
already married to Sita, he could not accept Vaishnavi's proposal. Upon Vaishnavi's insistence 
however, he promised Her that after conquering Lanka, he would visit Her again and if She 
could recognize him at that time, he would reconsider his decision. 


On his return journey Ram visited Vaishnavi in the guise of a hermit and created an 
illusion due to which She could not recognize him. When the illusion was over, She felt 
immensely grieved, upon which Ram consoled Her by saying, “Vaishnavi, your life has a 
specific purpose and you have to attain it for the betterment of the whole universe. Continue 
with your spiritual pursuits and head towards Jamboo Pradesh (present day Jammu) in the 
North, located at the base of the Himalayan mountain range. You will find a mountain, which 


has three peaks in the form of three huts known as Trikoot (Tri means three and Koot means 
huts). 


When you cross the mountain, you will find a cave in which is the abode of Adyashakti in 
Her manifestations as Mata Maha Kali, Mata Maha Lakshmi and Mata Lakshmi and Maha 
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Saraswati. Go and reside there and spread the light of righteousness among one and all. You 


will be worshipped as their incarnation and your fame will spread all over the world during 


Kaliyug. 

Human and other beings from all over will visit your Holy place to pay obeisance and 
seek your blessings in their difficulties. Bless them all. Never get annoyed with anyone. 
Remember, you are a blessed soul and it will be your Dharma (religion) to show the way to 
one and all. As I reside in all beings, it will be actually I who will visit you. So be patient and 
wait for me there in the Holy Cave. When all of humanity would have taken your blessings, in 
my incarnation as Kalki in Kaliyug you will be my spouse.” 


Having said thus, Ram left and Vaishnavi proceeded towards the North. One does not 
find any mention of Her journey from Rameswaram in the south to Jammu in the extreme 
North of India. The legend restarts at a place named Kol Kandholi (in Nagrota) some 15 
kilometers from the city of Jammu, It is said that Vaishnavi stayed at this place for a long time, 
in the form of a small girl child, observing spiritual disciplines. 


The reference of Vaishnavi at Kol Kandholi belongs to the Dwapar Yug, the third of the 
eras. Readers would recall that the birth and meeting with Ram happened in Trera Yng, as that 
is the period of time when Ram is believed to have walked on this planet in human form. 
However, the mention of Vaishnavi at Kol Kandholi has reference to the legendary Pandavas 
of Mahabharata staying there with their parents. (The story of the Pandavas belongs to the 
Dwapar Yug and hence this inference). Nothing is heard of the intervening period. 


After the legend of Kol Kandholi, the story then continues in the Kali Yug (in recent 
years). Some 700 years, ago a devotee of the Mother Goddess by the name of Pandit Shridhar 
resided in a village situated at the feet of the Trikuta Mountain. The traditional belief in the 
East says that a human being has to repay many debts while he is alive. These include debts 
towards parents, towards teachers and so on. One such debt is known as Pitr rin or a debt 
toward one’s ancestors. Under this, a human being, if married, should have offspring so that 
his participation in the cycle of life and death remains and thereby he repays the debt towards 
this existence by continuing this cycle. Only after repaying all these debts can the soul be 


liberated of the cycle of the world. 


Pandit Shridhar had no issue and thus wished to have one for which he worshipped the 
Mother Goddess. It is during one such session in the jungle chat he heard the sound of anklets 


near him. He looked around. Although he felt some presence surrounding him, yet he could 


not see anyone. Considering it to be his illusion he completed his rituals and returned home 


where he had organized a 


ajan. 


d started with the rituals of Poojan, he heard the melodious sound 
and found a girl of divine beauty standing in front of him. 
h was the glow that he remained dumb founded 


When he came home « 
of the anklets again. He locked up 
Such was the innocence «f Her face and suc 
for a long time. 


1 : 1 o, leep i sis chouehrs try 1 d 
When he came bac :o his senses, he was immersed deep in his thoughts trying to figure 
he proce 


out who this girl could be. Getting no answer from within, ! 
d UR : lero S KAA heme sti 
Upon completion of the entire ritual, while alll che other girls went Sack to their Homes, this 

Vy 


i hien rl Pc ur epe = 4 
divine girl stayed back. He was about to ask Her something when the git! herself xe ateka 
Shridhar to organize a Bhandara (a free meal to one and 5 a see HESS 6 e 
r all the people of the surrounding 


d with his ritual. 


: Ne : as Boore her j 
immense religious merit) fo ses. Before he could teil 
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AWAY 


MMÁ 


Her something, the girl disappeared from the scene leaving Pandit Shridhar in deep thoughts 
and much confusion. 


Pandit Shridhar was a poor Brahmin who somehow managed his daily bread. Feeding so 
many villagers was something, which he had always wished to do, but never dared to even 
drcam of, given his economic condition. However, such was the strength in the words of the 
small girl that Pandit Shridhar forgot about his financial position. He went ahead and invited 
one and all for a Bhandara at his place. 


In the meanwhile he also met one Bhairav Nath (Bharion Nath) believed to be a spiritual 
sceker and a disciple of Gorakhnath (a famous Saint of ancient India whose spiritual teachings 
still attract many). Bhairon Nath was intrigued by the gesture of the poor Brahmin of organizing 
a Bhandara. (One version says that his spiritual master, Gorakhnath was also with him and it 
was Gorakhnath who, during one of his meditation sessions, had seen a vision of Ram in 
conversation with Vaishnavi and was intuitively aware of Her presence in the region. He 
wanted to test Vaishnavi and ascertain as to whether She could keep up Her spiritual evolvement 
or not). On seeing Pandit Shridhar inviting people to the Bhandara, he persuaded the Brahmin 
to invite him and his followers as well for the feast, which Pandit Shridhar willingly did. 


The story then narrates how thousands of people gathered at Pandit Shridhar's house for 
Bhandara with Pandit Ji not having enough food in the house to feed even a few people. 
Meanwhile, Bhairon Nath too entered the house with his followers. Seeing so many people, 
Pandit Shridhar saw no other way but to go and fall at the feet of the idol of the Mother 
Goddess. Almost immediately, Vaishnavi appeared from out of nowhere and miraculously 
organized the whole Bhandara. Not only could the small hut of Pandit Shridhar accommodate 
all the villagers inside it with enough space left for more people but also supremely delicious 
food appeared and everyone was served the food of their choice with plenty to spare. 
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Bhairon Nath, as per the instructions of his Master was intent on t 


ce demanded non-vegetarian food suing the giri amd 


hen i a and wine which the girl politely refused sayi i 
was a Bhandaara of a Vaishnavi Brahmin where such food was RIA Sic NER 


tried to catch hold of the girl whereon She escaped from the scene. The place where the 
Bhandara was organized later came to be known as Bhoomika Mandir 


It is said that two guards, Veer and Langoor, accompanied Vaishnavi. With them Vaishnavi 
reached a few kilometers away from the place of Bhandaara where Veer and Lan a 
thirsty. Seeing no water around Vaishnavi is believed to have shot an arrow in the e duet 
which a spring of water gushed out of it. She is also believed to have taken bath in this wat i 
and washed Her hair in it. And that is how the legendary river Banganga (also known as Bal 
Ganga) derives its name. WA 


Seeing Bhairon Nath in pursuit, Vaishnavi proceeded a few kilometers ahead where in a 
small womb shaped cave, She immersed herself in deep meditation for a period of nine months 
This place later came to be known as Adkuwari and the cave as Garbh Joon. In cs 
Banganga and Adkuwari She halted at a place to look back. This is where the imprints of Her 
feet were engraved on a rock and the place later came to be known as Charanpaduka. When 
Bhairon Nath reached this cave searching for Vaishnavi, She made an opening at the other 
end of the cave and proceeded onwards to the Holy Cave atop Trikoot mountain. 


It is said that Bhairon Nath reached followed Her there too and in spite of repeated warnings 
from Vaishnavi, did not give up his chase. When Vaishnavi saw that despite having given so 
many opportunities to Bhairon to desist from his evil intentions, he had remained adamant, 
She took on the form of Chandika, the annihilator of evil and beheaded him with such might 
that while his body lay lifeless at the entrance of the Holy Cave, his head fell some two kilometers 
away atop an adjacent mountain. 


Bharion, seeing Vaishnavi in the form of the Divine Mother, repented his sins and asked 
for forgiveness, pleading that he was merely testing Vaishnavi upon instructions of his master 
and that, if he was not forgiven, everyone would henceforth look down upon him, This is 
when he addressed Vaishnavi as Mother. Seeing the authenticity of his pleadings and the 
genuineness of his repentance, Vaishnavi pardoned him and granted him the boon that 
whosoever visited Her Holy Shrine, would also have to visit the place where the head of 
Bhairon had fallen. Without visiting the temple of Bhairon, the journey would remain 
incomplete. This place is today called the temple of Bhairon. 


Meanwhile, Vaishnavi decided to shed off Her human form and resuming the face of a 
rock, She immersed herself into meditation forever. Thus Vaishnavi, in the form of a five and 
a half feet tall rock with three heads or the Pindies on the top is the ultimate destination ofa 
devotee, These Pindies constitute the Sanctum Sanctorum of the Holy Cave known as the 
Shrine of Shri Mata Vaishno Devi Ji, which is revered by one and all. 


Discovery of the Holy Shrine 


While various versions of the origin and legend of Shri Mata Vaishno Devi Ji are prevalent, 
there seems to be unanimity on the discovery of Shrine around 700 years back by the same 


Pandit Shridhar, at whose place Mata had helped organize a Bhandaara. When She left amidst 
the Bhandaara to escape BDhuron Nath, Pandit Shridhar is said to have felt as if he had lost 
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everything in his life. He felt immense grief and gave up the intake of food or even water and 
closeted himself in a room of his house, fervently praying for Vaishnavi to reappear. 


It is then that Mata Vaishnavi appeared in his vision (dream) and told him to search for 
rikuta Mountain. She showed him the 


Her at the Holy Cave situated amidst the folds of the 
way to the Holy Cave and insisted him to break his fast. Pandit Shridhar then went on to 
discover the Holy Cave in the mountains. Every time he seemed to lose the way, the vision of 
his dreams reappeared before his eyes and finally he reached his destination. Upon entering 
the Cave he found a rock form with three heads atop it. At that moment Mata Vaishno Devi 
appeared before him in all Her glory (another version says that the Supreme Energies of Mata 
Maha Saraswati, Mata Maha Lakshmi and Mata Maha Kali appeared in the Holy Cave) and 
introduced him to the three heads (now known as the Holy Pindies) of the rock form along 
with various other identification marks in the Holy Cave. She blessed him with a boon of four 
sons and a right to worship Her manifestation and asked him to spread the glory of the Holy 
Shrine all over. Pandit Shridhar then spent his remaining life in the service of Mata at the 
Holy Cave. 
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TRAVEL | 
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Getting there 


In order to visit the Holy Shrine of Mata Vaishno Devi Ji, one has to reach Katra; a small 
town situated around 50 kms. from Jammu, the winter capital of the state of Jammu & Kashmir, 
Katra serves as the base camp for the yatra. Katra is well connected to Jammu and Jammu, in 
turn, is well connected to the rest of the country by Air, Rail, and Road. 


Indian Airlines and Jet Airways operate daily flights on the Delhi-Jammu sector. Similarly, 
trains from almost all states of the country are available for Jammu Tawi railway station. For 
details, yatries may contact the concerned airline/Railways or log on to their respective websites, 


National Highway No. 1A passes through Jammu towards Srinagar. Regular bus services 
from all major North Indian cities are available for Jammu as well as Katra. 


Passengers using Air or Rail as a mode of travel have necessarily to break their journey at 
Jammu and from thereon select an alternative mode of transport. However for passengers 
traveling by road, either through public or own transport, there is an option of taking a by- 
pass from Kunjwani, nearly 10 kms. off Jammu and heading straight for the base camp i.e 
Katra. The option of a halt at Jammu is thus entirely with the yatri although many yarries 


would like to spend more time in Jammu and visit the temples and other landmarks there. 


From Jammu to Katra 


E the moment no train services are available between Jammu and Katra. However, work 
on the Jammu-Kartra rail link is underway and Katra is likely to emerge on the rail map shortly. 
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Ordinary and luxury buses are available from Jammu to Katra at a frequency of 10-15 
minutes. While ordinary buses can be boarded from the State Road Transport Bus Stand 


around 1 km from Jammu Railway Station, luxury buses are available from just outside the 
Railway Station. It takes around 2 hours to cover the 50 km stretch from Jammu to Katra. 
The terrain is hilly and winding and passengers often experience nausea and vomiting. 


Private Taxies for Katra are available from the Jammu Tawi Railway Station and Jammu 
Airport. The official rates range between Rs. 500-800 for one way travel depending upon the 
make of the vehicle. For cars or vehicles with a sitting capacity of 4-5 persons, the rates are 
around Rs. 500-650 while larger vehicles like jeeps, Vans etc. having larger sitting capacity 
charge in the range of Rs. 650-800. Many operators also offer taxies on a per seat basis. As 
with many other tourist destinations, it is not uncommon for passengers to be accosted at the 
Airport or the Railway station by taxi drivers. It is advisable to check the officially approved 
rate (the same is subject to periodic revisions) and insist on paying only the approved rate. 


If one is coming by his own vehicle and does not wish to halt at Jammu, he can head 
straight on National Highway No.1A. At a point nearly 35 kms. from Jammu, called Domel, 
the road branches off into two; while one road heads towards Srinagar the other leads to 
Katra. 


Vehicles are usually stopped on the way by security personnel for security checks. All 
visitors are therefore requested to cooperate with the authorities and comply with the security 
formalities. 
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Stay at Jammu 


The city of Jammu, popularly called the City of Temples is a tourist destination in its own 
right. It has a variety of religious and secular tourist spots and is a good place for a day's halt. 
It has varied lodging and boarding facilities. However, for pilgrims to the Holy Shrine, Shri 
Mata Vaishno Devi Shrine Board provides excellent accommodation to pilgrims at its two 
guest houses called Vaishnavi Dham and Saraswati Dham respectively. These are strategically 
located just outside the railway station, Jammu and are thus ideal for passengers traveling by 
rail or luxury buses/taxies. The two Danis cater exclusively to the needs of visitors to the 
Holy Shrine. In addition to Dormitory accommodation which is available at Rs.50/- per bed 
( Rs.25/- per bed for 6 hours), self-contained air conditioned rooms and suites are also available. 
"There is also a spacious restaurant on the ground floor where hygienically cooked pure 
vegetarian food is available on no-profit basis and with a fair amount of variety. In addition, 


there is a Souvenir Shop where various souvenirs and memeritos of the Yatra to Shri Mata 
Vaishno Devi Ji are available at a reasonable rate. Ample parking space, cloak room facilities 
and onward bookings for Katra are readily available. 


The surroundings and the locations of Vaishnavi Dham and Saraswati Dham are excellent 
in all regards. For reservations at Vaishnavi Dham and Saraswati Dham, one can contact the 
Enquiry and Reservation Counter at Katra or the reception counters at either of the two 


Dhams. On line booking is possible through the website www.maavai hnodevi.org. Advance 
reservation is also possible by sending a demand draft drawn in the name of che Chief Executive 


Officer, Shri Mata Vaishno Devi Shrine Board payable at Katra. 


(Details of tariffs and procedure for booking are available elsewhere in this book.) 
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When to visit the Holy Shrine 


The Yatra to the Holy Shrine of Mata Vaishno Devi Ji is open through out the year. The 
summer months of May, June and July and the festival period of Chaitra (spring) and Sharad 
, Ashwin (Autumn), Navratras and New Year vacations witness peak rush. As a result of this 
rush, devotees have to often wait for 12-20 hours before having Darshan. For comfortable, 
quick and sati 


ng Darshan, the period of peak rush must be avoided. 


For those wishing to avoid the rush period, monsoons and winters are good periods to 
plan a yatra. During the monsoons, Nature is at its scenic best with water falls and lush green 
surroundings. The winter months of December and January witness snow fall and barring the 
very young and the physically infirm, it can prove to be a charming season for others to visit 
the Shrine. The original Holy Cave of Shri Mata Vaishno Devi Ji is also open during the 
winters and Darshans through this cave is a unique mystical experience. 


A thumb rule to plan one’s journey is to log on to the website of the Shrine Board 
www.maavaishnodevi.org and check out the pattern and number of pilgrims visiting the Holy 
Shrine. The site provides details of the yatra inflow during the previous day, week and month 
along with a comparison with the corresponding figures of the last year. If the average number 
of pilgrims during a period is less chan 15,000 on any given day, one can expect a comfortable 
trip and a satisfying Darshan of the Holy Pindies. 
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The site is regularly updated and also provides an on line status on the accommodation 
booking availability in the guest houses of the Shrine Board. 


Clothing and other Accessories 


One needs to carry heavy woolen clothing during the winters. For the rest of the year, 
light woolens are needed. Even during hot summers, when the base camp, Katra too turns hot 
and humid, the main Shrine area, known as Bhawan continues to remain on the cooler side 
especially in the nights. Blankets are available aplenty free of cost and there is no need to carry 
them. 


One may also need canvas shoes for the Yatra. Fancy shoes and footwear makes it difficult 
to walk on the track and footwear with flat or platform soles are therefore recommended. For 
those going on foot, a walking stick is very helpful in negotiating the steep climbs. Shoes, 
cameras, walking sticks, torches, head bands and many more such articles for which a person 
may not be prepared before hand are readily available on hire at various private shops all over 
Katra and also on the way to Holy Shrine. Rates as usual are negotiable. Umbrellas and rain 
coats are required during the rainy seasons, The same are available on hire at Katra also. 
However, the quality of the same need to be carefully checked by the yarries. 
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KATRA & PREPARATIONS 
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Katra Town 


Located at an altitude of about 2500 feet above sea level, Katra is the base camp for the 
Yatra to the Holy Shrine of Shri Mata Vaishno Devi Ji. This is the last point uptill which any 
type of modern transport can go (except the recently started Helicopter service, which takes 


the pilgrims right till Sanjichhat, just a couple of kilometers from the Holy Shrine). Therefore, 
for all practical purposes, Katra serves as the base camp. From here a trek of around 12 kms 
takes a pilgrim to the Holy Shrine, One can undertake this trek on foot or on horses/ponies 
or on palanquins (palkies or dolies). While most of the pilgrims prefer to go on foot, some who 
find it difficult to negotiate the climb hire a pony or a palanquin. 


Getting registered for the Yatra 


The most important activity that a pilgrim has to undertake on reaching Katra is getting 
registered for the Yatra. All pilgrims without exception are required to register themselves 
before undertaking the Yatra. The task of registration is done by Shri Mata Vaishno Devi 
Shrine Board which is the only STATUTORY & LEGAL authority for the purpose. No other 
organization, private or public is authorized to issue the Yarra slip. The registration process is 
entirely FREE and is fully computerized. This process is carried out at the Yatra Registration 
Counter, popularly known as (YRC), situated at Bus stand, Katra. Under this, a visitor has to 
register his name along with the number of companions and he is issued a computerized Slip 
(Yatra slip/Parchi) which is the documentary permission for him to proceed on his journey to 
the main Shrine. He is required to cross the first Check Post located at Banganga (around 1.5 
kilometers from the YRC) within 6 hours of the issue of the slip, failing which his slip is 
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confiscated at the Check Post and he is required 
to take a fresh slip altogether. The entire Yatra 
Registration process is fully computerized, thus 
making it convenient, efficient and smooth. It 
is to be noted that yatries who proceed without 
this slip/Parchi shall be turned back from 
Banganga check post and not allowed to proceed 
further. In the rare case of any yarri being found 
at Bhawan/en-route without the yatra slip, he/ 
She shall not only be turned back but disciplinary 
action shall also be taken against him/her. 


Important: - One Yawa slip is issued for a maximum of 9 family members. For more 
members, more than one Yarra slip can be taken. In case of yatries in large groups, a separate 
yatra Slip should be taken for each family. 


"atra Counter No. Il: - 
In order to reduce the 
waiting time in the main 
YRC, a second Yatra counter 
has been made operational 
near the second bus stand. It 
is situated nearly one km 
away from the main Yatra 
counter on Udhampur road 
and is called YRC-II. This 
counter in addition to the 
usual registration has also 
been authorized to issue 
Yatra slips for large yatra 
groups (say one bus load or 
morc) travelling as a single 
group. This has been so designed because the area near the YRC-II is used for idle parking of 
travel and luxury coaches and for pilgrims arriving through these coaches, it is more convenient 
to obtain the Parchi from YRC-IT. 


Waiting Slip: - Since the carrying capacity of the Holy Trikuta Mountain is limited, the 
maximum numbers of yatries who can have Darshans in a single day are about 20,000-22,000. 
However, during the peak rush periods, the number of yairi arrivals is far in excess of this 
number, In such a situation, the yatries are then asked to wait at Katra itself. This phenomenon 
is called Waiting and no yatra slips are issued during waiting. Instead red/pink waiting slips 
are issued, These have to be validated at the YRC, the following morning or whenever “Waiting” 
is called off. Then the waiting slips are taken back and the original yatra slips are issued 
following which yatries can begin the Holy journey. The phenomenon of waiting is inconvenient 
but is necessary owing to the geographical limitation of the Holy Hill. Yatries are advised to 
check out the yatra status from our website www.maavaishnodevi.org before embarking on 
the yatra. As a thumb rule, weekends during May, June and the second half of December or 
any other block of school/college/office holidays invariably witness heavy rush thereby 


necessitating “Waiting”. 
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Need and Importance of Registration 


Registration at YRC is important because of the following reasons:- 


d at the YRC for their trek are automatically and 


* All visitors, once they get registere trek 
a rare possibility) on their way to the 


compulsorily insured against any accidental causality ( l NH 
Holy Shrine. This is a free insurance to all those who undertake this holy pilgrimage. The 
amount of insurance is Rs 1, 00,000/- for majors and Rs 25,000/- for minors and is valid only 
in case of accidental deaths. For cases of natural deaths including heart attacks, this insurance 
package is not applicable. 

* Unlike other major pilgrim spots, Shri Mata 
Vaishno Devi Shrine is located deep in the 
mountains. Though a lot of development has taken 
place all along the way from Katra to Bhawan, the 
Holy Mountain has its own limitations and 
saturation levels as regards its capacity to hold and 
sustain large crowds. Besides, the resources available 
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ADULTS Rs.ILAC CHILDREN Rs \ to provide various services and facilities to the 


visitors are also limited. This is because, in the 
absence ofa road, even the most basic and essential 


items have to be carried either on ponies or by humans. 


* Further, since the Holy Pindies are situated in a narrow Cave, group visits for Darshans 


are not possible. The system of Darshans is thus through a continuously moving queue, round 


the clock. Thus only a limited number 
of pilgrims can have Darshans everyday. 


* Thus, because of all the above 
reasons, the number of pilgrims on the 
track and at the main Shrine Complex 
needs to be regulated. This regulation to 
helps to avoid overcrowding and 
accidents and also ensures that all of them 
get basic facilities like food and water. 


Facilities at Katra 


Katra serves as the base camp for the Yatra. It is also the point where yatries halt for a 
while and make preparations for the trek to the Holy Shrine. In order to cater to the 
requirements of the yatries, a wide variety of facilities are available in and around Katra 


Accommodation:- For the benefit of the pilgrims, Shri Mata Vaishno Devi Shrine Board 
provides clean, well maintained and very economical accommodation at Niharika Yatri Niwas 
and Shakti Bhawan situated at bus stand, Katra. Rooms, both air conditioned and Non air 
conditioned are available. In addition, dormitory accommodation at Rs. 50/- per bed is available 
in Shakti Bhawan (Niharika complex). Another 500 bedded accommodation in Sarai building 
is under construction near the 2™ Yatra counter (YRC II) and is expected to be available 
shortly. In all the accommodation facilities provided by the Shrine Board, there is an additional 


facility of a hygienic, no profit no loss Bhojanalaya, a Souvenir Shop and a free Cloak Room. 
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Free parking of private vehicles is also allowed. 


Accommodation for all Shrine Board 
Guest houses/dormitories can be booked 
(subject to availability) at the reception of these 
guest houses or at the Enquiry and Reservation 
counter at Niharika complex. Advance 
reservation is possible by sending a demand 
draft of the required amount to the Chief 
Executive Officer/Dy, Manager (E&R) 
payable at Katra. On line reservation facility 


is available at our website www.maavaishnodevi.org. 


Free Accommodation: - In addition to the above facilities provided by Shrine Board on 
no profit no loss basis, there is also a provision for basic accommodation for yatries on an 
absolutely FREE basis. This accommodation is available in the Niharika Complex and near 
the Yatra Parchi Counter 1I (YRC-II). Besides accommodation, blankets are also provided free 
of cost. During days of rush additional free accommodation is also made available to the 
Yatries in the Niharika complex itself. 


Other Accommodation facilities: - There are various Sarais/Dharamshalas in Katra, which 
provide good accommodation to the pilgrims, either free of cost or at a nominal price. While 
some of them do provide facilities to the pilgrims, many of these places have passed in the 
hands of certain people with vested interests who insist on the pilgrims buying offerings from 
their own shops located in the premises of these Sarais. Pilgrims should be careful of such 
elements as they tend to sell items at a price many times higher than their original value. 


There are various lodges, Guest Houses, ordinary and luxury hotels, Cottages, Resorts 
and all types of accommodation facilities available too, which provide accommodation to the 
devotees. Pilgrims have a wide range to choose from depending upon their taste and budget. 


Food and Refreshment: - Katra has all types of vegetarian restaurants and dining places. 
Being a religious place, almost all these restaurants and catering outlets provide pure vegetarian 
food to the pilgrims in which even onion and garlic is not used. Pilgrims are also requested to 
preserve and uphold the sanctity of the Holy place and desist from demanding non vegetarian 
meals or alcohol from any of these outlets. 


General items of use: - Provision, General and Medical stores are available all over Katra 
as also at Adkuwari and Bhawan. 


Parking of private vehicles: - Sufficient 
parking spaces are available in and around 
Katra. Other than the general bus stand, 
chartered and private buses can be parked 
at the second bus stand near Yatra 
Registration Counter No.2 located on 
Udhampur road. The Shrine Board provides 
free parking facility in its various complexes. 
This facility is however open only to bona 
fide users of the complexes. 
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Cloak Room facility: - Considering thar 
many yatries would like to leave behind their 
excess luggage in Katra before undertaking the 
Yatra, Shri Mata Vaishno Devi Shrine Board has 
provided for free cloak room facility in all its guest 
houses/ lodging places. Cloak room facility is also 
offered by many hotels and lodges. Certain private 
Sarais, shops and establishments also claim to 
offer such facilities but yatries are advised to 
reassure themselves of the credentials of the service 
provider before entrusting their luggage to them, 
In particular, video cameras and mobile phones, 
besides other electronic equipment are not 
allowed on the track for security reasons. Yatries 
must make adequate arrangement for the safe 
keeping of such equipments before embarking on 
the yatra. 


Railway Reservation: - A computerized 
Railway Reservation Counter has been opened 
in the Niharika complex near the main bus stand. 
Through this Railway Reservation facility, reservations to and from any railway station can be 
now availed of at this counter. The infrastructural and logistical support to this Centre is 
being provided by Shri Mata Vaishno Devi Shrine Board. 


Communication: - STD/ISD/PCO booths function all over Katra, along the track and 
right uptill Bhawan, A few of them are open for all 24 hours. Post and telegraph facilities are 
also available at Katra, Adkuwari and Bhawan. Katra also has a Speed Post facility to/from 
major destinations. A few cyber cafes are also functional. 


Souvenirs and Publications: - Those who wish to purchase Souvenirs and momentos may 
do so from the Souvenir Shops of the Shrine Board, located at Katra. Various kinds of Prashad, 
cassettes, books, chunnies and cholas are available on no profit basis. Similar outlets are also 
available at Bhawan, Sanjichhat, Adkuwari and Vaishnavi Dham at Jammu. 


Police: - There is a Police station at Katra as well as Bhawan, besides police posts at Banganga 
and Adkuwari. 


Banking: - Many nationalized banks 
have their branches at Katra. The State 
Bank of India, Bank of Punjab and J&K \ 
Bank also provide ATM facilities at Katra. 
Many more banks including ICICI Bank, 
UTI Bank are in the process of installing 
their ATMs here. The J&K Bank and the 
Oriental Bank of Commerce (OBC) have 


their branches at Bhawan also. 


Medical Facilities: - While no specific 
medical certificate is needed to undertake 
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the Yatra, those suffering from heart, breathing or similar ailments are advised to proceed with 
the Yatra only after due medical checkup and advice. Cardiac, asthmatic and orthopedic 
problems are known to get aggravated due to the strenuous climb. To the medical needs of the 
yatries there is a block hospital at Katra as well as a 24 hours charitable dispensary run under 
the aegis of the Shrine Board. Emergency needs can be taken care of by basic medical facilities 
at Banganga, Adkuwari, Sanjichhat and Bhawan. Oxygen cylinders and emergency drugs are 
also available. Specialized and advanced medical treatment is however available only at Jammu. 


Holy Journey 


Since the Holy Cave remains open for Darshans round the clock, pilgrims may start their 
trek at any time of their convenience after they register themselves at YRC, The journey must 
however be begun within 6 hours of registration failing which the yatra slip issued against the 
registration becomes invalid and the pilgrim is required to take a fresh slip altogether. The 
entire track from Katra to Bhawan is well illuminated with sodium vapour lamps and the 
power supply is very regular, hence the time of trek does not play any significant role in 
deciding about the journey. 


During the summer months of 
April, May and June, the pilgrims 
prefer to begin the yatra towards the 
evening and carry on through the 
night. During the monsoon months 
of August, September and October, 
although a mixed trend is witnessed, 
it would be safer to complete the Yatra 
to Bhawan in daylight since some of 
the area is prone to bad weather and 
land slides. During the winter 
months of November till March, 


most pilgrims prefer a day time trek. 

One may also plan the trek according 

to the Poojan and Aarti timings at the Holy Cave, when the Darshans are closed for two hours 
in the morning and two in the evening. . 


To avoid heavy rush and long waiting period at Bhawan one may accordingly plan to 
reach Bhawan between 11.00 am-5.00 pm if one wishes to travel during che day and between 
11.00 pm-5.00 am if the yarra is undertaken during the night. This is however just a thumb 
rule and there are no compulsions for the pilgrims regarding the same. On an average, it takes 
around 4 to 5 hours on foot for a normal healthy person to complete the entire yatra of 12 
kilometers, while the horses/ponies reach in around 3 hours. 


Another information which may be useful to the devotees is that even during days of peak 
rush; there are certain times of the days when Darshans are quickly possible. For instance, 
during the summer months, most Yatries prefer to travel during the evening/night and hence 
there is heavy rush ac Bhawan during the late evening/night. The afternoons, by contrast, are 
the lean periods. Therefore Yatries reaching the sanctum sanctorum in the afternoons are 
likely to have quick and comfortable Darshans. 
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Stay along the track and at Bhawan 


No private accommodation is available en-route and at Bhawan. However, for all those 
who wish to stay along the track or at Bhawan, the Shrine Board provides excellent 
accommodation in form of dormitory and self-contained rooms. In view of the demand being 
far in excess of the supply these accommodations are required to be booked from the Enquiry 
and Reservation (popularly known as E&R) Counter at Katra itself. Advance booking for the 
rooms can be done by sending a demand draft to the Chief Executive Officer/ Dy. Manager 
(Enquiry and Reservations) payable at Katra. On line bookings for accommodation can be 


done from our website www.maavaishnodevi.org. 


m 


Offerings 


The traditional offerings to Mata, 
which are permitted inside the Holy 
Cave include Chunri (a red coloured 
drape), Saries, Cholas, Silver or Gold 
ornaments, Dry Fruits, Flowers etc. All 
the offerings in cash are required to be 
deposited in the donation boxes kept 
at various places and no donations in 
cash or kind are allowed to be handed 
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over to any temple priest or anyone else. (For details, please see the section on donations) 


All ornaments and jewelry offerings are to be deposited in the jewelry boxes kept in the 
Sanctum Sanctorum. Saries, Cholas, Chunris, etc. are also accepted here. Devotees who wish 
to offer larger ornaments can also deposit the same at the Office of the Sub Divisional 
Magistrate, Room No.8, Kalika Bhawan at Bhawan or the Office of the Chief Executive Officer, 
Shri Mata Vaishno Devi Shrine Board, Central Office, Katra. The larger ornaments are preserved 
and offered at the feet of Holy Goddess on a rotational basis. 


No sweets, sweet dishes, food stuffs etc. are allowed inside the Holy Cave and pilgrims 
should refrain from buying such offerings. Coconuts are also not permitted due to security 
considerations and hence no Coconuts are allowed to be broken anywhere near the Holy 
Cave, as is the practice at other temples. But being so intimately connected with the traditional 
offerings they are not refused either. Pilgrims are required to deposit the Coconuts at a counter 
in the Main Waiting Hall, before entering the Holy Cave and are given a token in return. 
They can reclaim their coconuts from a separate counter, once they are out of the Holy Cave 
after having Darshans. 


Shri Mata Vaishno Devi Shrine Board has its own no profit no loss shops at Bhawan 
known as Bhaint Shops where Prashad/Bhaints offerings are available at a fair price. Hence the 
pilgrims are not required to buy offerings at Katra and carry them all the way to Bhawan. If 
the budget is on the higher side, one can always donate in cash or in kind and obtain a proper 
receipt for the same. All the donations to Shri Mata Vaishno Devi Shrine Board enjoy tax 
benefits under section 80-G of the Income Tax Act. The Shrine Board is a non profit 
organization and donations always help to create more and better facilities for all the visitors 


and are used in larger public interest. 
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Pilgrims may also note that the Shrine Board provides a number of Yatra related facilities 
in all areas- accommodation, catering, prashad, souvenirs etc. All these facilities are strictly on 
a no profit basis and at the same time no compromise on quality is permitted. Therefore, 
while privately run facilities are also available, Yatries would do well to remember that the 
facilities provided by the Board are likely to be of better quality and a lower price. 
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CC-0. Nanaji Deshmukh Library, BJP, Jammu. Digitized by eGangotri 


Starting the Yatra and Darshan’ Darwaza 


The preliminary preparations at Katra having been completed, one is ready for the actual 
Yatra- the 12 km trek that takes one to the abode of Mata Vaishno Devi in the Holy Cave at 
Trikuta mountain. Unless one js 
traveling by helicopter, the only 
way is through the 12 km foot track 
which is wide, paved and well 
lighted. 


The entry gate to the track is 
around | km from the bus stand at 
a point known as Darshani Deodhi 
(meaning entrance) or Darshani 
Darwaza (meaning gate). Legend 
says that Mata Vaishno Devi met 
Pandit Shridhar at this spot in the 
form of a girl child. This is also 


known as Darshani Darwaza because from here 
one gets a complete view of the Trikuta parbat 
(mountain), The term Darshan stands for view; 
hence symbolically this is the first Darshan of 
the Yatra. This spot is at 2800 feet above sea 
level. 


There are two gates at this point; the first 
or the older gate leads to a flight of stairs; the 
second or the newer one has been developed by 
Shri Mata Vaishno Devi Shrine Board as a grand 
colonnaded porch with adequate parking for 
private vehicles. The army assistance counter is 
also located here. 


One can either walk up to the Darshani 
Darwaza on foot or hire an auto rickshaw. The 
charges are Rs. 5/- per person on a sharing basis and Rs.15-20 for the full rickshaw. If one has 
his own vehicle one can drive up to the new gate, adjacent to the Darshani Darwaza and leave 
it parked there. But one is strongly advised to lock it properly and to remove all the valuables 
before leaving it behind. Parking is at the owner's risk. 


The Shrine Board also runs a free bus service to and fro from the bus stand to Darshani 
Darwaza. This service runs at a frequency of half an hour. This facility can also be availed of 
by the pilgrims. 
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Porters, Ponies and Palanquins 


Walking for 12-13 Kms. can be arduous and tiring for those not used to it. Still many 
pilgrims prefer to walk all the way. It helps in cleansing their minds before they reach the Holy 
Shrine. The tiredness and exhaustion of the trek serve as penances and their minds become 
still, meditative, full of devotion and gratitude for the Mother. The serenity of the environment 
also influences the devotees and a mystical calm starts enveloping them. Yet there are many 
pilgrims who are overweight or otherwise not 
fit to walk for long. Many devotees have 
breathing problems or some other ailments or 
are old or physically challenged. All or some of 
them may need the services of ponies and 
palanquins. 


Interestingly, many pilgrims tend to walk 
all the way to the Holy Shrine out of faith and 
devotion and after the Darshans feel so tired that 
they have to hire horses for the return journey. 
While nothing is wrong with it, a downhill trip 
on a pony may sometimes be more tiring and exhausting for the whole body as compared to 
the uphill travel. This needs to be kept in mind before deciding on a course of action. 


In addition to ponies, porters (popularly called Pithus) may also be required for carrying 
luggage or for carrying young children who are afraid to or are too young to ride a horse. . 
Other than carrying luggage, Pithus can also carry small children (who are afraid or cannot 
manage to ride a horse) or light weighted old people. Similarly if one is taking a pony, the 
pony owner often carries light luggage, Prasad etc free of cost. 


The Pony, Porter and Palanquin services are managed by the Notified Area Committee 
(NAC), a municipal committee organizing the local municipal affairs. All these porters, pony 
owners and palanquin (palki) owners are registered with the Notified Area Committee (NAC) 
and carry an identity card/token number. Their cards/permits are renewed every year and new 
cards carrying a fresh validity date are issued. Any card that is outside the scope of this validity 
date is naturally invalid and hence disqualifies its owners from offering services on the track. 
Many unregistered Pithus tend to show their old and invalid cards to get work. Yatries are 
advised to carefully scan the identity card/token of the porter/pony owner and satisfy themselves 
about its validity. It is also advisable to retain this identity card and handover the same only 
after satisfactorily reaching che destination. 


The rates of all these services are fixed. Information about these rates is available on various 
sign boards and at the Assistance Centers at Katra, Banganga and other places. While 
information is also available in this booklet and is correct at the time of printing, yet the 
currently prevailing rates must be verified from the Assistance Counters or the sign boards. 


One must avoid paying anything over and above the fixed rates. One can always offer 
them food, refreshment etc. if one wishes to, but it is out of choice and is not mandatory. For 
any difficulty or information, one may contact the NAC counters or the Shrine Board Offices 


It may also be noted that palanquins (palkies), porters or ponies are far easier to hire at the 
beginning of the journey than in the middle. Palanquins can be hired from the Shrine Board 


CC-0. Nanaji Deshmukh Library, BJP, Jammu. Digitized by eGangotri 


assistance counter located at the Main bus stand, Katra and ponies can be hired from Chetak 
Bhawan located just near the Darshani Darwaza. 


The Yatra Check Post 


Once the pilgrims cross the Darshani Darwaza and start the trek, they have to travel for 
500 meters before reaching the Check Post. There are two check posts; the first one is manned 
by the police and security forces; here the Yaries and their luggage is checked and video cameras, 
mobile phones and other electronic equipment is not allowed to be taken along. Yatries are 
advised not to carry along these 
equipments on their way to Bhawan. 
The second check post is where the Yatra 
slip issued by the YRC is stamped and 
validated for the onwards trek. If the 
Yatra Slip carried by a pilgrim is more 
than 6 hours old, it becomes invalid and 
he is not allowed to proceed further 
unless another fresh slip is taken from 
the YRC. Similarly in case yatries are 
found attempting to cross the check post 
without a valid Yara slip, they are sent 
back and are not allowed to proceed. 


Disciplinary action is also taken against them. The Yatra slip is mandatory for all devotees, 
irrespective of any category or age. 


At the entrance of the check post, towards the left hand side is the Publications Sale and 
Display Outlets of the Shrine Board where various publications and audio-video releases are 
available. This souvenir come publication outlet can be used to purchase eco-friendly jute 
bags, cassettes, books, yatra guides and pamphlets which are available at a no profit basis. 


Banganga 


After the Check Post, the pilgrims reach a small bridge under which flows Banganga, the 
legendary river associated with the miracles and legends of Mata. There is water in the river all 


through the year except when there is an acute shortfall of rain or snow during the monsoon 


and winter respectively, It is considered sacred and as is normal Hindu tradition, devotees like 
to bathe in it before proceeding 


further. In the changed times, many pilgrims prefer to skip 
the traditional bath, but those having the time 
or those who are traditionally inclined and wish 
to follow the legends and traditions, would like 
to have a dip before proceeding further. There 
are a couple of Ghats built too, for this purpose. 
The first one is normally very crowded and the 
other is comparatively more spacious. 


The name of this river comes from two 
terms, Ban and Ganga. Ban means Arrow and 
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Ganga stands for the sacred river Ganges. It is believed that 
Mata Vaishno Devi, while on Her way to the Holy Cave, 
created this water body with an arrow from Her quiver, hence 
the name Banganga. It is also said that She had taken a dip 
in it and had washed Her hair here. Thus some people also 
prefer to call it Bal Ganga, the term Bal meaning hair in 
Hindi. 


The Stairs 


After crossing the checking booth, towards the left one 
can see a flight of steps winding up. This is a shortcut to the 
main track. Devotees who have been visiting the Shrine since 
long say that these stairs always remind them of the old 
times when the track was not built and the journey was thus much more arduous and 
demanding, After the main track with a far gentler gradient (than the steps) was constructed, 
the usage of steps has come down to a minimum. These are now used mainly by enthusiastic 
youth with stamina to spare or some old timers for the sake of nostalgia. 


These stairs keep intersecting the main track 
at regular intervals so as to provide the pilgrims 
with an opportunity to refresh themselves ac 
various refreshment units on the way or relax a 
little at resting places (popularly known as 
Vishram Sthals) or use the basic conveniences like 
toilets etc. One can always leave the stairs if one 
wishes to and take the main track. Being more 
difficult to climb uphill the steps are preferred 
more for the downhill trek. In particular, people 
with heart or breathing problem are strongly 


advised to avoid the steps. The paved track 
is gentler and far less arduous. Still 
climbing up or down through the stairs has 
its own charm and one may try at least 
some of these- at least the shorter ones. 


Charan Paduka 


About 1.5 kms. from Banganga and at an altitude of 3380 feet is Charan Paduka, the 
place where the imprints of Mara's pious feet are believed to be imprinted on a rock slab. The 
Darshans at Charan Paduka do not take more than a few minutes on a normal day. One pays 
obeisance at the footprints of Mata engraved on a rock slab and proceeds further. Symbolically, 
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itmeans touching the feet of Mata and seeking Her blessings 
at the start of the journey. 


A medical unit of the Shrine Board is also located here, 
which is equipped with all necessary medical facilities and is 
attended by trained medical staff. 


Alternate Track to Bhawan and 
Adkuwari Subway 


In the earlier days, there used to be an unpaved track 
and a few flights of stairs that used to lead the way to Bhawan. 
Then, after the takeover of the management of the Holy 
Shrine by the Shri Mata Vaishno Devi Shrine Board, the 
stairs were repaired and the track was paved, widened and illuminated. However, the foot 


track was still too steep for many pilgrims. Therefore it was decided to construct an alternate 
track to Bhawan that would have a gentler gradient and 
would be wider and shorter. The survey and construction 
work was begun in 1994 and in 1999 this new track 
called the Alternate track to Bhawan was opened for the 
yatries. This track takes off from the old track at an 
intersection point nearly 5 Kms from Banganga. The 
landmark identifying the beginning of this track is the 
view point called Inderprastha. Adkuwari is still 500 
murs. from this point. However those who wish to have 
Darshans at Adkuwari as well, need not get disheartened 
as there is a sub-way joining Adkuwari to the new track 
and hence one is not required to come back all the way 
to take this new track.. 


This new route going towards Bhawan is not only 
wider but cleaner too, since no ponies are allowed on 
this track. The distance to Bhawan via this new track is 
500 mtrs. less than the old track. The old track goes via 
the steep climbs of Haathi Mattha. The new track by 
passes that steep climb and is therefore far easier to 
negotiate 


Adkuwari 


Around 500 mtrs. from Inderprastha 
and located at an altitude of 4800 feet is 
Adkuwari. One can get a glimpse of the 
fluttering flag and temple spires and can 
hear continuous announcements from the 
announcement booth much before 
actually reaching there. Adkuwari is the 
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half way mark on the track as it is situated at a distance of 
a Z Y 

nearly 6 kms. from Katra. The Holy Cave is now nearly 6 

km. away. Adkuwari is one of the most important Darshans 

on the visit, second only to the main Darshans at the Holy 

Cave, 


The term Adkuwari is believed to have come from Adi 
kumari, which means "The Eternal Virgin". According to 
the legend, when Vaishnavi, in the form of a small girl, 
disappeared from the Bhandaara organized by Pandit 
Shridhar, She halted at Banganga and Charan Paduka. From 
there She reached Adkuwari, where, in a small womb shaped 
cave She meditated and observed spiritual discipline ( Tapasya) 
for nine long months. The exact spot where She is believed 
to have meditated is located at the right hand side inside the 
cave and is shaped like a womb. Since Vaishnavi had observed 


spiritual discipline in a womb shaped cave for a period of nine months, this cave has become 
popular by the name of Garbh Joon, which has come from the term Garbh Yoni meaning the 
Womb. It is generally believed that by merely passing through this cave, a devotee's sins are 
cleansed and his soul becomes pious again. 


When during Her meditation She realized that Bhairon Nath had approached the cave in 
Her search, She created an exit at the other end with Her trident and proceeded towards the 
Holy Cave. 


Since the cave is very narrow, only one person 
can pass through it at a time. While the entrance 
is comfortably broad, as one enters further one 
starts wondering whether it would be possible for 
him to pass through it or not. A prompt ora nudge 
from the person waiting behind him, a 
remembrance of Mata in the hearts and on the lips, 
and crawl by crawl, one is our of the cave, fully 


recharged with an energy that definitely belongs 
to the other world. 


Due to the narrowness of the cave, it takes hours together for a yatri5 turn to come to pass 
through this cave. Not more than 4000 pilgrims can pass through this cave in 24 hours. Thus 
pilgrims reaching Adkuwari who wish to pass through the cave are issued a group number. 
Pilgrims are required to take their group numbers and wait outside the queue complex till 
their group number is announced or displayed. Each 
group consists of 50 pilgrims. Once the first group 
of 50 is cleared, the next group number is announced 
and so on. Upon announcement of the group 
number, one has to proceed to the queue complex 
and wait in queue for his turn to enter the cave. 
There is also a small temple just outside the exit route 
of the Holy Cave and after passing through the cave 
one gets the Darshans at this temple before 
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proceeding on the onwards journey. Darshans at Adkuwari include Darshans of the three 
Supreme Energies in an idol form, those of Nav Durga and Bhakt Hanuman. 


However, yatries who wish to proceed to Bhawan directly need not obtain any group 
number here. Their main yarri slip is sufficient for the purpose. 


Facilities at Adkuwari 


Adkuwari is the most important stop en-route Bhawan. Besides its religious significance, 
it marks the half way mark on the way to the Holy Cave.Therefore, most of the pilgrims 
would like to take a short break here, have some food or drink and rest for a while. In keeping 
with these needs of the yatries, Shri Mata Vaishno Devi Shrine Board provides all necessary 
facilities and amenities to the pilgrims. These include 
free rest rooms, drinking water, toilets and bathing 
facilities, blankets, cloak rooms, announcements, 
telephones, refreshments etc. Besides, free 
accommodation, self contained and well furnished rooms 
are also available on rent. Booking for the same is done 
at the Enquiry and Reservation Counter at Katra. The 
rented accommodation being limited, therefore it is 


unlikely that yatries get spot booking for the same 
although in case of availability, spot booking is also 
possible, The Shrine Board runs a Bhojanalya which 
provides wholesome vegetarian food on a no profit basis. 
A medical unit equipped with all necessary medicines 
and emergency provisions including Oxygen cylinders is 
also situated here. A bakery operated by the Shrine Board 
is also located here. Banks, STD/PCOs, shops for general 
items of use etc. are also available at Adkuwari. There are 
a number of private shops offering both traditional and 


modern food including ice creams, burgers etc. 


Adkuwari onwards 


The reader would have already noticed that there are 
two routes to Bhawan from Adkuwari. The old track is 
via Haathi Mattha and Sanjichhat. The new track takes 
off around 500 mers short of Adkuwari and reaches 
Bhawan via Himkoti. The old track was mostly built on the traditional track of Shri Mata 
Vaishno Devi Ji, which had been used by the pilgrims since hundreds of years. This track 
requires a steep uphill climb till a place called Sanjichhat (around 3 kms from Adkuwari) and 
then a downward climb for another 3 kms till Bhawan. While Adkuwari is at an altitude of 
4800 feet and Bhawan at about 5200 feet, Sanjichhat is located at an altitude of 6200 feet. 
Thus pilgrims using the old track are required to climb till Sanjichhat (6200 ft) and then walk 
downhill till Bhawan (5200 ft). 


Therefore an alternate track was developed bypassing this steep climb. It is wider than the 
old track. It is also easier to negotiate it because of the uniformity of the climb and a gentler 
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gradient (1:16). However, for pilgrims who would like to 
have Darshans at Adkuwari also there is a tunnel linking 
Adkuwari and the new track. (Also see the section on 
Alternate Track). 


Himkoti 


Himkoti is situated at a distance of 2.75 kms from 
Adkuwari on the new track. Himkoti is one of the most 
beautiful spots on this track with breathtaking scenic views 
of the entire valley, Although there is no traditional or 
religious significance associated with this point, yet the very 
nature of this spot and its natural splendour envelops the 
pilgrims in a ethereal and mysterious charm. Shri Mata 
Vaishno Devi Shrine Board has developed a view point, 
restaurant and a dosa counter here. Packed and cooked food 
including meals, hot and cold beverages and other 
important items including medicare and oxygen cylinders, cassettes are available here. There 
is adequate place to rest and relax and also enjoy the beauty of nature. Himkoti is being 
developed something more than a view point, with an artificial pond, a garden and a meditation 
centre. 


Hathi Matha and Sanjichhat 


The old track to Bhawan passes via Hathi Matha (literally meaning the Forehead of an 
Elephant) and Sanjichhat. Hathi Matha, so known because of the steep climb it entails is the 
most difficult part of the trek on the track. 


Sanjichhat, at a distance of 3.25 Kms from Adkuwari is a picturesque spot with enchanting 
views of the valley and snow covered peaks of the Himalayan ranges on a clear day. Sanjichhat 
is the highest point on the old track and is also the end of the uphill climb. From here a person 
has to walk downhill in order to reach Bhawan. 


It is literally a treat to be at Sanjichhat because of its scenic beauty. This is compounded 
by the fact that from Sanjichhat one has only to move downhill to reach Bhawan. Sanjichhat 
is the last major rezendvous before reaching Bhawan. The pilgrims are overcome with a sense 
of achievement after the steep climb and 
would like to break their Yatra here for a 
short rest or some food and drink. The 
Shrine Board has kept these requirements 
of the yatries in mind while providing for 
various facilities at Sanjichhat. 


Accommodation in the form of rooms 
and dormitories is available here. Although 
this accommodation is booked from the 
Enquiry and Reservation Counter in Katra 


and is usually booked weil in advance, yet 
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spot booking is possible in case 
accommodation is available. As a thumb rule, 
however it is advisable to obtain confirmed 
booking by sending a demand draft in the 
name of Chief Executive Officer Shri Mata 
Vaishno Devi Shrine Board, Katra payable 
at Katra. On line booking 
is also possible through the website; 
www. maavaishnodevi.org. In addition to 


rented rooms, free rest rooms and halls are 
also available on a first come basis. 


In addition to accommodation facilities, a Bhojanalya managed by the Shrine Board is 
also available at Sanjichhat. Here hygienic food is available on no profit no loss basis. There 
are other facilities too. A 24 bedded hospital with basic facilities, a Souvenir shop, a blanket 
store are some of them. There are many private shop selling tea, coffee, cold drinks, eatables 
ete, STD PCOS5 are also available. Announcements for lost and found and a wireless station 


have also been provided for the welfare of the yatries. 


Sanjichhat is also important because of another reason. The helipad is available here and 
yatries reaching by helicopter land at Sanjichhat. Similarly for the return helicopter journey, 
yatries have to reach the helipad at Sanjichhat in order to board the helicopter. 


Towards Bhawan 


The view points Himkoti on the new track and Sanjichhat on the old track are important 
landmarks on the new and old tracks respectively. From here on the main Bhawan is quite 
near and it is only a matter of time before one reaches Bhawan. The distance of Bhawan from 
Himkoti is 3.75 Kms. and from Sanjichatt is 2.75 Kms. 


Facilities on the Track 


Food and refreshments:- Refreshments like biscuits, cold-drinks, tea, coffee, milk, mineral 
water, etc. are available all along the way at refreshment Units of the Shrine Board. Nearly all 
of these units are located at carefully selected locations from where one can have a panoramic 
view of the valley. Therefore, they are also known as View Points. There are a total of 12 such 
view points. 9 of these refreshment units (or view points) are located on the old track while 3 
are located on the alternate track to Bhawan, All the items offered at these view points are on 
a no-profit basis thus ensuring proper quality and value for the money paid by the pilgrims. 


The larger viewpoints serve meals, bread, buns also, while the smaller ones only serve 
packed snacks and beverages. In addition, oxygen cylinders, cassettes, milk for infants is also 
available at these viewpoints. 


Most of the viewpoints are located at or near Vishram Sthals (resting points). The Vishram 
Sthals are so called because track is covered with sheds here and benches or resting places are 
provided. In addition, toilets and drinking water points are also located nearby. In brief, there 
are adequate opportunities for rest, rejuvenation and eat and drink in and around the viewpoints 
and the Vishram Sthals. 
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Bhojanalyas:-While the 12 viewpoints or refreshment units cater to the refreshment and 
light snack needs of the yatries, the Shrine Board also runs full-fledged Bhojanalyas to provide 
wholesome and hygienic food to the pilgrims on no-profit basis. Because of the Board's policy 
of running all its units on a no-profit basis all the items are available at very cheap and affordable 
rates. 


The Shrine Board runs five Bhojanalyas in all, one each at Adkuwari and Sanjichhat and 
three at main Bhawan. The Bhojanalyas at Bhawan run round the clock and serve a varied but 
traditional menu. There is in addition, a catering cell at Katra to cater to the needs of pilgrims 
utilizing accommodation facilities at the Niharika Complex. i 


There are a number of private establishments available on the track but yatries are advised 
to assure themselves about the fair price and quality of the goods being offered. In particular, 
Yatries are advised to strongly desist from paying anything over the retail price printed on the 
packaged products. 


Free drinking water: - Sufficient fresh drinking water is available all along the track, at 
short distances. Various water coolers have also been installed at select locations. There are 
more than 50 water coolers and 125 water points en-route Bhawan. Many coolers are fitted 


with water filters also. 


Free Medical and First Aid: - First aid 
is available at strategic places all along the 
track. Medical dispensaries, health centers 
and hospitals manned by trained staff and 
equipped with medical facilities are 
available at Banganga, Charan Paduka, 
Adkuwari, Sanjichhat and Bhawan. A 
hospital is functional at Sanjichhat. 
Similarly indoor facilities and an ICU 
(Intensive Care Unit) are functional at the 
Bhawan complex. Medical shops 


supplying drugs of common usage arc 
functional. 


Free toilets and bathrooms: - An important facilicy which distinguishes this Yatra from 
any normal pilgrimage is the facility of sanitation. Free toilets and bathrooms are located at 
short distances. They are cleaned at regular intervals and pilgrims would find them to be a 
refreshing change compared to the 
toilets at most of the other pilgrim spots. 
There are more than 80 toilet blocks 
with about 660 seats en-route Bhawan. 
Pilgrims are advised to conserve water 
and help maintain the cleanliness of the 
toilet blocks. 


Vishram Sthals (Resting places):- 
Sheds have been constructed at an 
approximate distance of 500 meters 
from each other. At most of the places, 
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toilet blocks and Refreshment Units are 
also situated adjacent to them. Pilgrims can 
rest and refresh at these spots. 


Help and announcement: - The Shrine 
Board has devised an elaborate system to 
help pilgrims in case of need. There are 24- 
hour announcement booths located at 
Katra, Adkuwari, Himkoti, Sanjichhat and 
Bhawan. Any pilgrim can approach these 
booths to get announcements made 


regarding missing children or group members, 
These booths are connected with other 
important locations through a wireless 
network and thus an announcement made at 
one location can be passed on to all other 
important locations also. These booths are 
also used to relay pre-recorded Bhajans and 
important Yatra related messages for the 
benefit of the yatries. Besides, do's and don'ts 
and other useful tips are also relayed through 
these booths, 


Landslides 


The hills of Trikuta witness landslides at 
times. These are more common during the 
rainy season when the soil is: loose. The 
Shrine Board has identified most of the 
potentially dangerous spots and covered them 
with sheds with a view to protect the unwary 
pilgrims. Notices about the same have also 
been put up near these potential landslide 
areas. Pilgrims are advised to be cautious and 
refrain from resting near them. Pilgrims are 
also informed that certain parts of the new 
track or event the entire track may some times 
have to be temporarily closed for fear of 
landslides. This may happen more frequently 
during the rainy season. Pilgrims are advised 
to co-operate with the authorities and not 
attempt to use any part of the track that is 
declared close for Yatra. 
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e Reaching Bhawan 

e Obtaining a Group Number 

e Facilities available at Bhawan 

e Waiting in the Queue 

* Coconut Prashad Counter 
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BHAWAN 
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Reaching Bhawan 


A pilgrim can get the first glimpse of Bhawan 
around 1.5 Kms before he actually reaches there, 
The first sight of the Holy Bhawan brings a sudden 
upsurge of energy and all the tiredness of the 
strenuous climb evaporates immediately as if by a 
magic wave of some mystic wand. The fact that 
the last 1.5 km of the Yatra are either level or gently 
sloping downwards is a big relief to those tired 
muscles. The feeling of having almost reached there fills che devotees with extra fervor and 
devotion. The last 1.5 kms. are then covered on wings, as it were, and in no ume, the yatri 


reaches Bhawan. 


Obtaining a Group Number 


Yatries would recollect that prior to the 
commencement of their yatra, they had 
obtained a Yatra Registration Slip or Parchi 
from the Yatra Registration Counter (YRC) 
located at Katra. This slip had been checked 
and stamped at Banganga. The most 
important role of the slip is at Bhawan, 
where the slip is revalidated and used to issue 
a group number. The group number is 
allotted at the Yatra Slip Counter located on 


the left hand side immediately after the 
luggage check post. This group number 
would then determine the sequence in which the yatries would have the Holy Darshan and the 
time for which they would have to wait before obtaining Darshans. 


As has already been mentioned, the Holy Darshans in the Cave of Shri Mata Vaishno Devi 
Ji are in the form of natural rock formation called Pindies with no idols or statues. Due to the 
narrowness of the Cave and restriction on the number of people being able to pray inside the 
Cave at any given point of time, Darshans are regulated through a continuously moving queue. 
Yatries are grouped into batches of 200 
each depending on their time of arrival 
at the grouping counter at Bhawan and 
each group is called one by one to enter 
into the Darshan Queue. 


The group which is having 
Darshans at any given point of time is 
called the current group and the 
number of groups in between the 
current group and the group number 
allotted to the yarri will determine the 


time for which the yatries shall have to 
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4 wait before having Darshans. On ordinary 

days or days of moderate rush, yatries can 
R— have Darshans almost immediately after 
4 reaching Bhawan. However, on days of heavy 
m rush, especially during the peak months, one 
"ars JI [s may have to wake for 9-10 hours before one's 


group number is called out for Darshans. 
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In any case, irrespective of the rush, one 
must obtain the group number immediately 
after reaching Bhawan and only then 
proceed to carry out any other task. 


Facilities available at Bhawan 


The Holy Bhawan houses the Sanctum Sanctorum — the Holy cave which is the ultimate 
destination of the yatries. The Shrine Board has provided various facilities for the yatries at 
Bhawan, to facilitate comfortable Darshans. 


Accommodation:-Self contained and furnished rooms 
are available on rent for the yatries at the Main Bhawan 
complex as well as Gauri and Vaishnavi Bhawan 
complexes. Dormitory accommodation is also available 
at Manokamna Bhawan complex. This accommodation 
can be booked from the Enquiry and Reservation section, 
Niharika complex at Katra. Since the number of rented 
rooms at Bhawan is limited, yatries are advised to suitably 
plan their journey and get the bookings of the rooms done 
in advance from the Enquiry and Reservation section. 


This can be done by sending a Demand Draft of the requisite 
amount in the name of Chief Executive Officer Shri Mara 
Vaishno Devi Shrine Board, Katra payable at Katra. The 
facility of on line booking is also available chrough our 
website www.maavaishnodevi.org. In case of availability spot 
booking is also possible at the reception counters of the 
respective Bhawans. However, it has been generally 
experienced that most of the rooms/beds are booked in 


49 
CC-0. Nanaji Deshmukh Library, BJP, Jammu. Digitized by eGangotri 


advance and the probability of obtaining a spot booking is usually not very high. 


Free accommodation:- In addition to the facility of rented rooms, there are a number of 
large halls which are available for the yatries. This accommodation is free of cost and is made 
available on a first-come-first-served basis. No booking or permission is required for using 
these premises since they are kept open round the clock and yatries can just go and occupy 
them subject to availability. 


Food and Refreshment: The Shrine Board runs three Bhojanalyas at Main Bhawan complex 
and one at Manokamna Bhawan complex. These Bhojanalyas provide wholesome vegetarian 
food to the pilgrims on a no profit basis. Because of the Board's policy of running all its units 
on a no profit basis, all the items are available here are not only cheap and affordable but also 
of excellent quality. The Bhojanalyas at Bhawan run round the clock and serve a varied but 
traditional menu. In addition to full meals, packed snacks, beverages, mineral water and milk 
ete, are also available here. For the convenience of the pilgrims, hot and cold beverage dispensers 
have been installed at various strategic locations . These units are operated through the respective 


companies and sell quality products at printed rates. 
Medical facilities:- Medical facilities are available for the yatries at Bhawan. A medical 


unit run by the Shrine Board is located at the Bhawan complex. All these medical units are 
equipped with necessary medicines and 


emergency provisions including oxygen 
cylinders and are manned by trained staff and 
medical officers. An Intensive care Unit (ICU) 
is also functional at the Bhawan 
complex.Emergency equipment has also been 
made available. However sustained or advanced 
treatment can only be made available at Jammu. 


Other Facilities:- In addition, various other 


facilities including free toilet facilities, drinking 
water, enquiry and announcement booths are 
available all through the Bhawan Complex. STD/PCOs, Bank branches, a Police Station and 
a post office is also functional. There is also a small market complex where toiletries, medicines, 
eatables and other utility items are available, Fair price Bhaint shops selling Prashad and 
Souvenir shops selling photographs and cassettes are also located inside this market complex. 
It is reiterated that all establishments of 

the Board 


re run on a no profit basis 
and yatries can be sure of the quality and 
prices of goods offered in these 
establishments. 


Blanket Stores:- The Holy Cave is 
situated at a height of 5200 ft above sea 
level. Even during summers, the nights 
are cool (for indicative maximum and 
minimum temperatures, please see 
inside Back Cover). Yatries would 
normally require the use of blankets at 
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night. The Shrine Board has arranged for free blanket stores at various locations. For a nominal 
and refundable security deposit, yatries are issued blankets for the night. Blanker stores are 


located at various convenient locations and as already mentioned, the service is entirely free of 
charge. The security obtained from the yarri is 


refunded, once the blanket is returned. Pilgrims 
are advised to obtain proper receipts for every 
financial transaction. 


Cloak Rooms:- Free cloak room facilities are 
available at Bhawan. "There are at least two cloak 
rooms which are functional round the clock. There 
is a cloak room located just opposite to the main 
queue complex (gate No.1). This cloak room can 
be used for depositing shoes, belts, combs and all 
other items that are not allowed in the Holy cave. 
In addition, another cloak room is functional in Sridhar Bhawan. Yatries can deposit their 
entire luggage here before proceeding for Darshans. However, yatries are advised not to keep 
their cash, jewellry, valuables or clectronic items amongst the deposited luggage. All cloak 
room facilities are absolutely free of cost. ; 


Officials present at Bhawan:- The Shrine Board has posted various levels of officers 
including senior officers at all important locations including Bhawan. A list of the important 
functionaries, location wise, along with their addresses and telephone numbers is available in 
the appendix. Yarries are welcome to contact any of them for advice or assistance. While most 
of the issues can be resolved at the assistance or announcement booths, officers of the Board 
are readily available for help or aid. In particular, 
for the Bhawan area, assistance is available in the 
office of Sub Divisional Magistrate (SDM), Sr. 
Manager or Assistant Manager situated at Room 
no. 4 or Room No.8, Kalika Bhawan. 


Bhaint Shop:- As already mentioned, offerings 
to the Holy Goddess are restricted to a very few 
articles. (Please refer to the section on Bhaints and 
offerings also) This has been done in view of 


security constraints and limitation of the Darshan 
time inside the Sanctum Sanctorum. However, 
traditional offerings called Bhaints continue to be allowed. A Bhaint comprises of the traditional 
offerings which are offered to the Holy 
Goddess and include Prashad fullian, 
makhana, Chunni, mouli, coconut, Pooja 
samagri including Zera, Bangles and Sindoor. 


However, one need not purchase and 
carry the Bhaint Prashad to be offered to the 
Holy Goddess from Katra itself. For 
convenience of the pilgrims, the Shrine Board 
operates a Bhaint shop at Bhawan where 
beautifully packed Bhaints in eco-friendly 
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jute bags are available at reasonable rates. The 
Bhaints are available in the denominations of 
Rs. 11, Rs. 21 and Rs. 31. Pilgrims can also 
buy a water bottle from the Bhaint shop to fill 
the Holy water that gushes out of the Holy 
Cave after having Darshans. 


The Shrine Board is currently trying to 
explore the possibility of providing yatries with 
pure silver chatters of various denominations 
of guaranteed purity. It is expected that these 
shall shortly become available at the Bhaint 
shop to facilitate such yatries as would like to offer chatters to Mother Goddess. Bhaints of 


higher denominations are also available. 


Souvenir Shop:- For yatries who wish to carry with them mementos of the great pilgrimage, 
the Shrine Board operates Souvenir Shops at Bhawan, Sanjichhat, Adkuwari, Katra bus stand 
and at Vaishnavi Dham (Jammu). Chunris, Cholas, Saris, shawls which have been offered to 
the Holy Goddess are available for sale at these Souvenir Shops at nominal prices. Pilgrims 
can purchase them and preserve them as souvenirs or can place them at the place of worship 


inside their houses. 


Besides, other exclusive items available at the Souvenir Shops include, audio cassettes, 
CDs, various publications of Shrine Board, 
laminated photos of the Holy Pindies, Jute 
Bags, Bangle Chura etc. Yatries may take 
notice that all these items are exclusively 
available at the Souvenir Shops of Shrine 
Board and are not available at any of the 
private shops, 

The Shrine Board has developed Gold 


and Silver coins of guaranteed purity. 
These coins carry an impression of the 


Holy Pindies and are made of Gold or 
Silver offered at the feet of the Goddess. 
These coins are available on request from the local branch of J&K Bank. The rates of the coins 
depend on the denomination chosen and the prevailing gold/silver rates. 


Preparing for Darshans 


Most pilgrims prefer to take a bath before proceeding for Darshans. In the olden days 
pilgrims used to take a bath at the Bathing Ghar, with the water that flows from the feet of 
Mata. With the passage of time, and particularly after the vesting of the management in the 
Shrine Board, new Bathing Ghats and many toilets and bathrooms have been constructed. 
Attempts have been made to channelise the water from the Holy Cave to all these new Bathing 
areas, so that irrespective of where the pilgrim takes a bath, he receives the cleansing effect of 
the Holy Water. The traditional Bathing Ghats have also been enlarged and developed and 
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notwithstanding many constructions, many pilgrims would still 
like to take a bath at the original Ghars. 


Pilgrims are required to deposit all their belonging in the free 
cloakrooms, as nothing except cash and selected offerings (please 
read the section on Bhaints) are allowed inside the Holy Cave. 
All articles of general use like belts, wrist watches with leda: 
belts, combs, pen, pencil, purses, handbags, etc. are prohibited. 
For the convenience of the yatries, Shrine Board has organized 
free cloak room facilities at many points in the Bhawan complex. 
In particular, a shoes/bags cloak room has been made operational 
just outside Gate No.1 which is the entrance to the queue complex. 
This cloak room can be used for depositing all leather and other 
goods which are prohibited inside the Holy Cave. 


No sweets are allowed either. After taking a bath at the Bathing 
Ghat or elsewhere, pilgrims can reach Gate No.1 where upon 
announcement (and/or display on the display board) of the group 
number, they are allowed inside the queue which would lead them 
eventually to one of the greatest moments of their lives, a Darshan 
of the Divine Mother inside the Holy Cave in the natural rock 
form i.e. the Holy Pindies. 


Waiting in the 
Queue 


Immediately after a 
pilgrim's group number is 
called or displayed, he/She 
is ushered in through Gate 
No.] into the queue 
The queue 
complex is a long corridor 
which opens first into two 


complex 


large waiting halls, one after 
the other and finally opens 
at the mouth of the Holy 
Cave. 


During ordinary days a pilgrim can enter Gate No.1 and upon crossing the required 
distance can reach the Sanctum Sanctorum in no time. But on days of heavy rush, one may 
have to wait inside the railings or the waiting room for some time before the queue ahead gets 
cleared. The Shrine Board has installed coloured Television sets all along the queue corridor. 
These television sets relay a direct telecast of the Holy Cave and the Holy Pindies, Pre recorded 
messages explaining the procedure of Darshans are also relayed. Since the time available for 
Darshans inside the Holy Cave is limited, yatries are advised to carefully watch the television 
sets and hear the pre-recorded messages. This will help them in having proper Darshans inside 
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the Cave. In addition to the television sets, large backlit coloured 
photos of the Holy Pindies have been installed at various important 
locations. These are also meant to familiarize the pilgrims with the 
Darshans inside the cave. Provision of urinals and drinking water 
has also been made in the waiting corridors. 


Coconut Prashad Counter 


The traditional offering to the Goddess invariably comprises a 
coconut. However for reasons of time and security, coconut offerings 
are not allowed to be carried by the pilgrims beyond a designated 


point. 


Instead, ata designated point in the main waiting hall, pilgrims 
have to deposit their coconuts to the temple priests who then take responsibility for the rituals. 
The pilgrim is handed over a token and the offered coconuts can be reclaimed after Darshans 
upon producing the token at the Coconut Prashad Counter. 


The Original Cave and the New Tunnels 


While on the way to the Sanctum Sanctorum, one crosses a small patio type of structure 
on the right hand side of which is a Cave opening. This is the original Cave leading to the 
Holy Pindies. In the olden days, the yatries used to reach the Sanctum Sanctorum through 
this cave only. Nowadays, this cave is kept closed for a large part of the year. Since this cave is 
quite narrow, it takes several minutes for a single person to cross it and reach the Sanctum 
Sanctorum. Considering the rush that the Holy Shrine normally witnesses, it is not possible 
to keep the original cave open except when the yarra is less chan 8000 pilgrims per day. 


Therefore, two new tunnels have been utilised to facilitate a larger number of pilgrims to 
have Darshans. One tunnel is used for the entrance and leads directly to the Sanctum Sanctorum. 
The other tunnel is used for exit. The original cave is opened during the lean periods or on 


traditional festivals or for ritualistic occasions. Obtaining Darshans through this Cave is a 
different experience altogether and pilgrims desirous of enjoying this Divine Bliss are well 


advised to plan their trip during the lean periods only. 


Darshans 


When one crosses the 
portion where the original Cave 
is located, one walks further 
through a corridor on which 
numerous bells stand suspended 
from the ceiling. After walking a 
few yards, one reaches a broad 
platform where statues of the 
Lions, the mount of the Mother 
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Goddess anda life size statue of the Mother Goddess are enshri This i 
shrined. This is the e 
xs d ntrance of the 


Upon entering the tunnel, one should observe silence and carefully move in th 
This tunnel is only 200 mtrs long. At the end of the tunnel is a nid m: Y 3 | IT. 
which the Divine Mother has revealed Herself in a natural rock ia k E pa See 
Pindies. Pilgrims should refrain from shouting slogans of praises ee nown i the Holy 
the Sanctum Sanctorum. This disturbs other pilgrims who LS be Sone done and around 
on the Darshans and on the description given by the priests. XM D. 


The complete Holy Structure is covered under a white marble platform and only d 
topmost portion is visible for Darshan. These are three Pindies, densun the three SHA E. 
Energies of Creation, Maintenance and Dissolution. Towards the left of the e 
Holy Pindi of Mata Maha Saraswati, the Supreme Energy of Creation. It has a visible aa 
tinge over it, the colour associated with Mata Maha Saraswati. In the middle is the Holy Pindi 
of Mata Maha Lakshmi, the Supreme Energy of Maintenance, with a deine: MICE 
ting, the colour associated with Mata Maha Lakshmi. Towards the extreme right of the de es 
is the Pindi of Mata Maha Kali, the Supreme Energy of Dissolution, black in colour, the 
colour associated with Mata Maha Kali. 


The priest sitting on the platform, informs the pilgrims about these Pindies, however 
since the time for Darshans is limited, one only gets a glimpse of the Holy Pindies and has to 
move further in order to keep the queue moving, It is reiterated that Darshans inside the Holy 
Cave are in the form of natural rock formations called Pindies. There are no statues, pictures 
or idols inside. All along the track and at the Bhawan, there are many photographs explaining 
the nature of Darshans inside the Holy Cave. fatries should observe these carefully since these 
are meant to guide them towards the final Darshans in the Holy Cave. The image of main 
Darshans in the Holy Cave is also reproduced 
on the inside front cover of this booklet. 


Other Darshans inside the 
Holy Cave 


The Holy Cave is around 98 feet long. 
Besides the main Darshans of the Pindies inside 
the Cave, there are various other Darshans, 
outside and inside the Holy Cave and around 
the Holy Pindies. lt is believed that che Darshans 
of 33 crore (330 million) Gods and Goddesses 
are present in the Holy Cave. It is believed that 
at some given point of time, each of the 330 
million gods and goddesses have worshipped 
the Mother Goddess in the Holy Cave and have 
left their symbolical marks inside. It is also 
believed that during Poojan and Aarti in the 
morning and evening, all these Gods and 
Goddesses arrive at the Holy Cave to pay their 
obeisance to the Mother. 
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At the entry of the Holy Cave, towards the left hand side, is the symbol of Vakra Jo) 
Ganesh. Adjacent to the symbol of Lord Ganesh are the symbols of Surya and Chandra Dey, 
Once inside the Holy Cave, one crosses over the Dadb (torso) of Bhairon Nath, which is 
around 14 feet long. Due to the impact of the mighty blow of the Divine Mother, while the 
head of Bhairon Nath fell atop an adjacent mountain a couple of kilometers away from the 
Holy Cave, his body lay lifeless at the entrance of the Holy Cave. 


After the Dadh (torso) of Bhairon is the 
symbol of Lord Hanuman known as Launkra 
Beer, Thereafter one comes across Charan Ganga, 
the legendary river flowing from the fect of Mata, 
Those having Darshans through the old Cave have 
to wade through water beyond this point. Around 
23 feet beyond Launkra Beer, on the left upper 
hand side, the roof of the cave flares out and the 
entire weight of this cave appears to rest on the 
innumerable heads of Shesh Nag. Immediately 
below Shesh Nag is the Havan Kund of Mata and 
adjacent to it are the symbols of Shankh, Chakra, 
Gada and Padam. 


Above, almost touching the ceiling of the cave are the symbols of five Pandavs, Sapt rishis, 
Than (udders or breast) of the divine cow Kamdhenu, symbols of Brahma-Vishnu-Mahesh 
and Shiv-Parvati. 3 feet further ahead, on an elevation can be seen the Khamba that was 
gripped by the legendary worshipper Prahlad. Diagonally below this, at the water level is the 
Yantra with innumerable mystical signs and symbols inscribed on it. 22 feet beyond this 
point is located the Sher Ka Panja, symbolizing the lion which is the mount of the Mata 
Vaishno Devi Ji. The distance from the entry point to the Sher Ka Panja is 59 feet. 13 feet 
beyond this, immediately above the head of the worshipper, is located the symbol of the 
Primary Hood of Shesh Nag which appears to be bearing the weight of the roof of the Cave at 
this point. 6 feet further ahead, on the left hand side, are the symbols of Shankar and Gauri. 


13 feet beyond this are the Holy Pindies of Mata 
Maha Kali, Mata Maha Lakshmi Vaishno Devi and Mata 
Maha Saraswati. To the right of the Holy Pindies on 
the upper side can be seen the symbols of Lord Ganesh, 
Surya Dev, Chandra Dev and Goddess Annapurna. 
Slightly behind the Holy Prndies, on the right hand side 
can be seen the symbol of the seated Sinh Raj (Lion). A 
little ahead of it is the full hand of the Mother Goddess, 
raised in the Varad Hast mode, granting boons to the 
world. An interesting corollary to the Varad Hast of 
Mata lies in the story of the sacrifice of Sati. The 
Scriptures say that the hand of Mother Sati fell in the 
region of Kashmir creating a Shaktipeeth. There are a 
few sources, however, which believe that it was at this 
place i.e. the Holy Cave at Trikuta Mountain that the 
hand of Sati fell and the Varad Hast in the Holy Cave 
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provides some link to the cale of Sati. Immediately opposite the Holy Pindies is the natural 
symbol of Lord Pashupati Nath. 


/atris may however note that most of these Darshans are possible only if the original cave 
is used. However, owing to the heavy rush, usually the new tunnels are used and the original 
cave is opened only during the lean seasons. Yatries desirous of having all the Darshans are 
advised to formulate their programme to correspond with the lean seasons. 


Ornamentation 


The ornamentation of the Holy Pindies was done gradually over a period of time since 
the discovery of the Holy Shrine. Various devotees offered jewelry, crowns, Chhatras, idols etc, 
for the ornamentation of the Holy Pindies. The same ornamentation continued all these years 
and everything was kept practically untouched. Various idols and statues donated by the Kings 
and placed in the Sanctum Sanctorum were also visible immediately behind the Pindies. This 
resulted in a cluttering of the Sanctum Sanctorum and many pilgrims complained that the 
decorations and ornamentations tended to overshadow the Holy Pindies themselves, 


With the inception of the Shrine Board, it was decided to use a curtain behind the Holy 
Pindies and use fewer flowers for day to day ornamentation and decoration, in order to enable 
the pilgrims to have more visibility and better Darshans of the Holy Pindies. The use of 
curtains and fewer flowers coupled with efforts to inform and educate the pilgrims regarding 
the main Darshans brought in positive results and yatries reported to having more satisfying 
and complete Darshans. 


Then, in 2000-01, on the persistent requests of many devotees and with the efforts of the 
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Shrine Board, the entire ornamentation of the Holy Pindies was redone in of pure gold, besides 
diamonds and precious stones. The platform around the Holy Pindies and the patio type 
structure just outside the Holy Cave, popularly known as Atka were also renovated with White 
marble. The work was completed on 31“ January 2001 and after Poojan and Havan, the items 
of the ornamentation were presented at the lotus 
feet of the Divine Mother. 


Although the fresh ornamentation of the 
Holy Pindies has only recently been completed, 
yet there are continuing requests from devotees 
who wish to offer ornaments, chatters or other 
similar offerings in the Holy Cave. While 
smaller ornaments can be put into the jewelry 
box placed on the platform in the Holy Cave, 
larger ornaments may be deposited with the 
Board’s Office at Katra or Holy Bhawan under 
proper receipt. The larger ornaments are then carefully stored in the Strong Room and used 
for ornamentation and decoration of the Pindies on a rotational basis. (For further details, 
please consult the section on Offerings and Donations) 


Amrit Kund and Charan Ganga 


Just outside the exit tunnel, cowards the left hand 
side of the Cave is the Amrit Kund. This comprises 
the water taps through which flows the water of the 
Charan Ganga, the sacred water flowing from the feet 
of Mata. Pilgrims prefer to fill the Holy Water called 
Charanamrit in bottles and take it along with them for 
purification of their residences and cure of various 


ailments. Empty bottles and containers are available at 
the Bhaint Shops run by the Shrine Board. 


Prashad 


Outside the exit tunnel and just beyond the Amrit Kund lies the Prashad counter. The 
blessings of the Mother Goddess in the form of Prashad pouches are handed over to the 
devotees by the temple priests. Each Prashad pouch comprises the Mishri Prashad plus a blessed 
coin, carrying the image of the Holy Pindies. In addition, Khazaana (coins) are given to the 
devotees. This Khazaana Prashad is believed to be a good luck coin(s) and devotees would do 
well to keep it in their cash boxes, temples or other 
important places in their homes or establishments. It is 
not only a belief but a fact that the Khazaana Prashad 
wherever kept has brought in prosperity and luck. 


There are other blessed items too, especially the 
chunnis and the cholas which are used for Shringar of 
the Holy Pindies. Since the Vastras of the Pindies are 
changed twice a day during Aarti, the Vastras which have 
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been used once but are subsequently changed are offered as Aashirwad (blessings) to the 
devotees. These are readily available at the Souvenir shops run by the Shrine Board at Katra 
Adkuwari, Sanjichhat and Bhawan. Gold and Silver coins of the Holy Goddess are also Sens 
One may contact the officials of the Shrine Board for more details. ye | 


Coconut Prashad Counter 


Yatries would recollect that Coconut Prashad had been handed over by them to the temple 
priests in the Waiting Hall and a token had been received in lieu of it. This token is now 
exchange for the blessed coconut at the Coconut Prashad counter. This counter is located on 
the right of the exit route. 


Other Darshans at Bhawan 


There are other Darshans in the Bhawan area as well. These include Darshans of Lord 
Shivas Shivling in a cave, Mata Durga, Lord Shiv, Shri Ram with Sita and Lakshman, Lord 
Hanuman ete. These Darshans are in temples situated at different point of the Bhawan complex. 
Signboards have been put up at Bhawan to guide the yatries as to the location of these temples. 


iti » are Y; i 
In addition, there are Yagyashalas in the Bhawan complex where Yagyas and Havans are 
preformed round the year and especially during the Navratras. The main Yagyashala is situated 
at Saraswati Bhawan. 


Bhairon Baba Temple and return journey 


The Darshans and blessings of the Mother Goddess having been received, the yatries begin 
their return journey. Most visitors to the Holy Shrine prefer to return by the new track. 
However the journey to Shri Mata Vaishno Devi Ji is not 
considered complete without Darshans at Bhairon Temple. 
Legend says that Bhairon was killed by Mata and later upon 
seeking an apology was granted the boon of being the final 
link of the Great Pilgrimage. 


The Bhairon Temple is located at a distance of 1.42 
kilometers from Bhawan. It is situated atop an adjacent hill 
and again involves a steep climb, which can be undertaken 


either on foot or on ponies or palanquins. The Bhairon temple 

is the highest point of the entire climb and is situated at an altitude of 6619 feet. Concrete 
steps as well as a concrete, paved, lighted track have been built right till che Bhairon temple. 
The Bhairon track is further connected to Sanjichhat. 


All necessary facilities are available around Bhairon temple also. After Darshans at Bhairon 
temple, instead of returning to Bhawan, one can directly proceed on the connecting track to 
Sanjichhat. The distance of the track from Bhairon temple to Sanjichhat is 2 kms. A view 
point named Om is located on this track. 


Darshans inside the Bhairon temple are again in a rock form. It is believed that the head of 
Bhairon had fallen at this place while his body remained at the entrance of the Holy Cave of 
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Shri Mata Vaishno Devi Ji. Thus the rock form is round in the shape 
of a head and is covered in clothes of black colour, while the rock 
form worshipped as Lord Hanuman is draped in clothes of red colour, 
There is also a Havan Kund at Bhairon Temple. The ashes of this 
Havan Kund are considered sacred and it is believed that their 
application or merely keeping them in the house along with a daily 
Poojan of Bhairon Baba, protects the residents and especially small 
children from all types of curses, untoward happenings and 
mysterious ailments. 


Festivals 


The Holy Aavratras which fall in the month of Chaitra (spring) and Ashwin (autumn) 
every year are festive days as per the Hindu almanac. The Chaitra Navratras fall in the month 
of March/April and the Sharad Navratras in the month of September/October. The Navratras 
are the first nine days of brighter-half of above lunar months and are associated with the 
Divine Mother. Each day is traditionally associated with one of the nine Divya Roops or 
incarnations of the Holy Goddess. These nine incarnations are:- 


1, Shailputri * 2. Brahamcharini * 3. Chanderghanta * 4. Kooshmanda * 5. Sakandmata * 6, 
Katayani * 7. Kalratri * 8. Mahagouri * 9. Sidhidhatri 


These nine days are quite auspicious for Poojans, ceremonies and religious sermons, 
especially these related to the Mother Goddess. During these days, people observe fasts and 
spiritual disciplines, read the Holy Scriptures associated with the Divine Mother, spend time 
in worshiping and meditating upon Her and 
remain awake during the nights, celebrating 
and singing praises of Her glory. The Akhand 
Jyoti of the Goddess is lighted and 
maintained in the name of the Goddess 
through out these nine Navratras. 


The Holy Shrine of Shri Mata Vaishno TTRNAVRATRA FESTIVAL 2002 
Devi witnesses heavy rush during this KATRA VAISHNO DEVI J&K 
> y 


period. The colourful fervour and gaiety is 
at its best at Bhawan, which is the abode of 
the Goddess Maa Vaishnodevi. At the main Bhawan complex a Shat Chandi Yagya is organized 
for world peace and prosperity of mankind. The entire Bhawan complex is tastefully decorated 
with fresh flower decorations where by arches, columns and decoration made entirely of fresh 
and cut flowers are set up in the queue complex, old cave and the mouth of the Holy Cave. 
Katra town too is well decorated and, on the occasion of Sharad Navratras, a Navratra festival 


is organized here. Various religious events, Jagarans and a devotional song (Bhaint) competition 
are organized on the occasion. 


In addition to the Navratras, the eighth, ninth and fourteenth days of both the halyes of 
the lunar month are considered auspicious under various beliefs and traditions. The Hindu 


festival of lights, Diwali being associated with Mata Maha Lakshmi and Mata Maha Kali is 
also celebrated with much fervor. 


71727 av re d 1 1 
Yatries may refer to the Hindu Almanac for the corresponding roman dates. 
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e Aarti Poojan inside the Holy Cave 
e Participating in the Aarti: 


e Other Poojans and Hawan 


POOJANS AT BHAWAN 
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Poojans at Bhawan 


Aarti Poojan inside the Holy cave 


The Aarti of the Goddess is performed twice a 
day, once during the morning at sunrise and again 
during the evening at sunset. The Holy Cave is closed 
for pilgrims during the period the Aarti is being 
performed and only the pujaries are allowed inside. 
It usually takes around two hours for the Aarti to be 
completed. 


At the commencement of the Aarti, the pujaris 
utter aloud the 108 names of Durga. Then they 
perform Aram Puja for their own purification and 
apply tilak on each other's forehead. This is followed 
by the chanting of mantras exhorting the Devas to 
give the pujaris sound health. Thereafter, Prithvi, 
Surya, Deep and Dhoop are worshipped by the 
chanting of mantras. Once these activities are over, 
the pujaris chant the Pratigyaa Sankalp where they 
vow to worship Mata Maha Kali, Maha Lakshmi 
Vaishno Mata and Mata Maha Saraswati. Then the 
clothes and the ornaments adorning the Holy Pindies 
are removed and the Goddess is bathed with water. 
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Thereafter, the symbols of Ganesh, Surya and 
Chandrama are also bathed with water. The water 
that is used for bathing the Holy Pindies is 
collected from the Charan Ganga which emanates 
from the base of the Pindies. The pujaris bathe 
the Holy Pindies to the accompaniment of the 


chanting of the mantras of Swasti Vaachnan. 


After the Holy Pindies have been bathed with 
water, they are bathed with the five Amrits. The 
first is milk, the second is curd or yogurt, the 
third is ghee or clarified butter, the fourth is honey and the fifth is sugar. As the bath with each 
Amrit is completed, the Pindies are again bathed with water. When the bathing with all the 
individual Amrits is over, the Holy Pindies are given one more bath, this time with “ Panchamrit” 
or the five Amrits mixed together, Thereafter, they are again bathed with water. 


Each bath, whether with the individual Amrit or with the five Amrits mixed together, is 
given to the accompaniment of the chanting of the appropriate mantras. After the Holy Pindies 
have been bathed, the symbol of “Pashupatinath” is given a bath with Panchamrit. This is 
followed by a general cleaning of the arca of the Sanctum Sanctorum. When this is over, One 
Kalash of water of the Charan Ganga is poured over each of the three Holy Pindies for the 
final Shudhi. Then the Holy Pindies and the are: 
accompaniment of the mantras of Ganpati Pujanam. As soon as this is over the Pujaris chant 


adjacent to them are dried with towels to the 


the Devyapradh Kshamapan Stotram or the mantras seeking forgiveness for their sins and 
shortcomings from the Goddess. While this is going on the pujaris make preparations for 
dressing up and adorning the Holy Pindies. 


The feature where the Holy indies are located is presently covered with a sheet of silver 
over which lies a sheet of solid gold. This sheet has only three openings, one each for Mata 
Maha Kali, Mata Maha Lakshmi Vaishno and Mata Maha Saraswati. Before commencing the 
ritual for adorning the Holy Pindies the Pujaris draw some symbols with sandalwood paste 
and write some mantras on the gold sheet. After the mantras have been written and the symbols 
have been drawn on the sheet, the process of dressing up the Holy Pindies and adorning them 
commences. A Chunni is placed below the Pindies in a horizontal fashion. A sari is similarly 
placed on top of it. Then a Chola is placed on the Holy Pindies which covers the area of the 
three Pindies leaving only three gaps, one for each of the Holy Pindies, again in a horizontal 
fashion. After this one Chola is folded and 
kept to the left of Mata Saraswati and one 
sari is folded and kept the right of Mata 
Maha Kali. Thereafter, one garment is 
spread on the upper side of the Pindies, 
horizontal to them and another garment 
is folded and kept below the Pindies of 
Mara Saraswati. During winters one shawl 
is also placed along the upper side of the 
Holy Pindies in a horizontal fashion. 


All the garments that are used are red 
in colour. Among Hindus, the red colour 
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is considered auspicious and the bridal dress of all the girls is red. The red clothes that the 
Pindies are adorned in symbolize that the Goddess Vaishno Devi is in her bridal attire waiting 
for Vishnu's arrival. Once the Chunnis, Saris, and Cholas have been placed in position, the 
tilak of each Pindies is performed with sandalwood paste. The first t/a is performed with 
yellow sandalwood paste and the second tilak is performed with red sandalwood paste. 
Thereafter, rice grains are placed on each of the Pindies. Once the tilak ceremony is over, a 
flower is placed on each of the Holy Pindies and the idols that have been placed behind the 
Holy Pindies. Thereafter, gold necklaces are placed around each Pindies and gold Chatters are 
placed slightly behind each Pindies. This is followed by placing silver crowns behind each 
Pindies and finally one more gold chatter is placed on the crown adorning the Pindies of Mata 
Vaishno Devi Ji. Simultaneously, bangles, chuda (another kind of bangles) worn by brides, 
Sindoor and other items used in m 
Dhoop is burnt before the Pindies. This is followed by worshipping the flame of the lamp that 
remains lit in the Cave and finally “Naived” is offered to the Holy Pindies. With this the 
process of adorning the Holy Pindies comes to an end and a curtain is drawn covering the 
entire Sanctum Sanctorum. Immediately thereafter, Aarti commences. First the local Aarti, 
which is credited to Shridhar, is chanted and a Deep Shikha is used while this is being chanted. 


ake up by ladies are also placed along the chunnis. Then 


After the Shlokas of the local Aarti are over, the curtain covering the area of the Holy 
Pindies is removed and flower petals are placed on the Holy Pindies. Then the Pujaris sing the 
Aarti in Hindi and in Dogri. This is done to the accompaniment of bell, cymbals etc. A 
Deepshikha and a fly whisk are used during this Aarti. Thereafter, the Pujaris seek forgiveness 
for their sins and shortcomings. Once this is over, the main Pujari, who is a descendant of 
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Pandit Shridhar, provides Darshan to the people present in the Cave and distributes Prashad 
among them. Then the idols behind the Pindies are covered with a curtain so that they do not 
distract the attention of the pilgrims who come to the Sanctum Sanctorum for Darshans. 
Thereafter, the Deep Shikha and a Thaali (metal plate) containing the various items used in 
performing the Puja are brought out of the Holy Cave by the Pujaris and carried to the mouth 
of the original tunnel. Puja is performed here too, first of Ganesh, then the flame that remains 
lit round the clock and finally of the Holy Cave. Then Jai Kaaras are chanted and the pujaris 
distribute Charan Amrit amongst the waiting pilgrims. With this the Aarti comes to an end 
and the Holy Cave is once again thrown open to the pilgrims for Darshan. (For a detailed 
note on the Aarti and the mantras used therein along with their English translation, pilgrims 
may refer to the booklet, Aarti and Poojan published by the Board or visit our website). 


Participating in the Aarti: Shradha Suman Vishesh Pooja 


Over the years, there has been a persistent request from pilgrims that they should be 
allowed to participate in the Aarti Poojan of the Mother Goddess. However, keeping in view 
the limited physical capacity of the Holy Cave and the extremely large number of requests 
received on this count, these requests were not acceded to and the Holy Cave used to be 
closed for Darshans during Aarti time. However, in 2002, following continuing requests from 
devotees, the matter was discussed in the annual meeting of the Board and the Board decided 
to make a partial concession. It was decided to permit a limited number of devotees (only five 
in number) to have Darshans and participate in Aarti Poojan of the Mother Goddess. A scheme 
called Shardha Suman Vishesh Pooja was introduced for the purpose. Under this scheme, a 
maximum of five devotees at a time (morning/evening) are allowed to participate in Aarti 
Poojan. Each participating devotee has to make a donation contribution of Rs.11000/- and 
book a slot for the Poojan. It is advisable to book the slot in advance by sending a Demand 
Draft drawn in favour of Shri Mata Vaishno Devi Shrine Board payable at Katra. Spot booking 
is also allowed if there are no advance reservations. The same can be checked from the Enquiry 
and Reservation section Shakti Bhawan, Niharika Complex, Katra. Spot booking is also available 
at the Bhawan Complex (Room No.4) or through the Senior Manager, Bhawan, subject to 
availability, On line booking is also possible through our website www. maavaishnodevi.org. 


Other Poojans and Hawans 


In keeping with the religious and spiritual status of the Holy Bhawan complex, a number 
of Poojans, Hawans and religious rituals continue to be performed there from time to tine. 
During the Navratras, a Shat Chandi Yagya is organized by the Shrine Board for world prosperity 
and well being (Vishva Kalyan) (For details on Navratras, please see the section on festivals). 
« scholars from far and wide are invited to participate in the Yagya and 
Prashad is distributed among the participants and other devotees. 
Bhawan complex on that day are invited to participate 


Renowned religiou 
Pooran Ahuti is offered. 
Devotees who happen to be present in the 
in the Yagya. 

iy Poajans and Hawans are also performed. On the request of the devotees, 
- them are permitted to participate in these poojans. Participation is also 


via. The Poojans are allowed in che following manner:- 


In addition, «> 
a limited numb= 
possible in abses 
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Poojans in absentia 


Under this category, Poojan is performed in the name of the person(s) for/by whom Poojan 
has been registered while the devotee(s) is not present in the Poojan himself. The Prashad is 
sent through post/courier to the given address. A maximum of five names, of a family can be 
given for the purpose. These names along with the gotra are then chanted during the course of 
Poojan. A maximum of 100 poojan bookings are allowed per day. The facility remains open 
for whole of the year and the Poojan can be booked in advance or on current basis subject to 
availability of slot. A donation amount of Rs.1100/- has to be deposited for booking the 
Poojan. 


Participatory Poojans 


Under this Poojan, the ceremonies and rituals can be attended by the devotee himself/ 
herself along with a maximum of five of his/her family members. He/She is informed about 
the timings of the Poojan. A donation amount of Rs.5100/- shall have to be deposited for 
booking the Poojan. Current booking is allowed subject to availability. 


The devotees can book the Poojan under any of the above two categories by posting their 
request along with the demand draft of the requisite amount drawn in favour of Shri Mata 
Vaishno Devi Shrine Board payable at Katra. The Poojan forms can be obtained and the 
Poojan booked from the Enquiry and Reservation section, Shakti Bhawan, Niharika complex, 
Katra. The form can also be downloaded from our website www.maavaishnodevi.org. On line 
booking of poojans is also allowed through this website. 
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The Shrine Board: Constitution & Activities 


The management of the 
Yatra and the governance and 
administration of the Shrine 
is done by the Shri Mata 
Vaishno Devi Shrine Board, 
popularly called the Shrine 
Board. The Board was set u 
in August 1986 under the 
provisions of The Jammu and 
Kashmir Shri Mata Vaishno 
Devi Shrine Act, 1986. The 
main objective of the Act was 
to provide for better 
management and governance 
of the Holy Shrine of Shri 
Mata Vaishno Devi Ji and its 
endowments including the 
appurtenant lands and 
buildings. 


A view of the setps after 
before the formation of their development by the 
the Shrine Board Shrine Board 


Prior to the takeover, the management and control of the Shrine was with a private trust 
called the Dharamarth Trust and a group of traditional local residents called Baridars (so called 
because they collected their offerings as per their turn- bari) .The takeover was necessitated 
considering the poor state of things and the absence of 
facilities for the pilgrims. While the offerings were 
pocketed by the Baridars, the other incomes including 
rentals and royalties were taken by the trust. However, 
there were very few facilities for the Yatries. The pilgrims 
who reached the Holy town of Katra from all over India 
with devotion and faith in their hearts were often met 
with all kinds of hardships, insensitivity and 


mismanagement. 


A view of the tracks 
before the formation of 
the Shrine Board 


Following the Act, the administration, management 
and governance of the Shri Mata Vaishno Devi Shrine 
and the Shrine Funds came to be vested in an 
autonomous Board comprising a Chairman and not 
more than ten members. 


The Governor of the state of Jammu and Kashmir 
is the ex-ofticio Chairman of the Board. He nominates 
nine members to the Board. The Board discharges its 
duties through a Chief Executive Officer who is assisted 
by the Addl. Chief Executive Officer. Both these officers 


are senior officers of the Indian Administrative Service view of the tracks 
(IAS). 


after their development 
by the Shrine Board 


L 
| 


[Poe 
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Ever since the takeover, the Shrine Board has continuously striven hard to develop a high 
level of infrastructural and service facilities for the visiting pilgrims so as to make the yatra a 
memorable and satisfying experience. The efforts of the Board and the success of these efforts 

DU REN FUATA increase in the number of devotees visiting the Holy The 
rR OP Qugber o dee the Holy Shrine annually) which stood at 13.95 
lakhs in 1986 jumped to 50.57 lakhs in the year 2001 and were recorded at 25.18 lakhs for 
the first half of the year 2003. (For a detailed year wise report, please see the chapter on 
Useful Information). 


Today the Shrine Board is recognized as one of the 
major service providing, organizations in the country. 
The objective of the Shrine Board continues to be to 
keep adding facilities for the benefit of the devotees. 


js am. 


Major Achievements 
of the Board in providing Yatri 
facilities 


Track 


+The entire stretch of track from Banganga to Bhawan 
covering a distance of over 12 Kms. has been laid with 


tiles 


+ For the convenience of the pilgrims, an alternate track 
measuring 5.5 Kms has been constructed at a cost of 
Rs.650 Lakhs; this track starts from Inderprastha (just 
below Adkuwari) and reaches right up to Bhawan. 


* Over 55 shelter sheds covering a distance of nearly 
4km. have been constructed. 38 of these Shelter Sheds 
have been constructed on Main track & 18 are on the 
Alternate Track. Pilgrims can relax & take rest at these 


Shelter Sheds, also called Vishram Sthals 


Electricity, Water and Sanitation 


* The entire track has been well illuminated with 


approximately 120" digh Power Sodium Vapour 
(HPSV) lamps 

* Over 100 toile: xs with over 600 seats including 
European typ: t: have been constructed ac regular 
distances all aic he track 

e A total of 125 Water Points & 50 Water Coviers nave 
been installed on the track to make sve clean 


drinking water to the pilgrims. 


CC-0. Nanaji Deshmukh Library, BJP, Jammu. Digitized by eGangotri 


Accommodation 
* Free accommodation for the devotees available at Adkuwari, Sanjichatt and Bhawan 


* Rented accommodation is available for the yatries at Niharika Complex (Katra), Adkuwari, 
Sanjichhat, Bhawan and Vaishnavi Dham/Saraswati Dham at Jammu. 


Food and Refreshments 


* A total of 12 viewpoints (restaurants) on the old track & 3 viewpoints on the alternate track 
have been constructed. The pilgrims can relax at these viewpoints, enjoy the natural beauty 
and can have refreshments at reasonable rates 


* Bhojanalayas providing wholesome and hygienic food on no-profit basis are being run by 
the Board at Bhawan, Adkuwari, Sanjhichhat and at Vaishnavi Dham/Saraswati Dham at 
Jammu. 


Medical Facilities 


* Well equipped Medical centers manned by professionals have been set up at Banganga, 
Adkuwari and Bhawan. 


* 24 hr charitable dispensary at Katra 
* At Sanjichhar there is a 24 bedded fledged hospital with all facilities 


* Round the clock medical facilities including an ICU available at Bhawan. 


Other Facilities 


* Cloak rooms, Blanket stores are available at all the 
important locations. All these facilities are free of cost 


* Facility of Ponies, Pithus and Palanquins are available 
at fixed rates. 


* Helicopter facility at Katra-Sanjhichhat route is 
available through Deccan Aviation. 


* Banks, Police Stations, Post Offices are available at 
all important locations. 


* Shops selling toiletries, provision items, camera rolls 
are readily available. Medicines, eatables, walking 
sticks, shoes, caps, raincoats are also available. 


* Computerized donation counters have been set up 
at Central Office Katra, Enquiry & Reservation 
Center, Niharika, Katra; Adkuwari and Bhawan. 
Yatries can make donations in the form of Cash, D.D. 
Cheque or Kind. For every donation made, 


computerized donation receipts are issued to the 
Donors 
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Major developmental works by the Shrine Board 


s Construction of Saraswa 


e Construction of Sarai building at Katra at a cost of Rs.595 Lakhs 


. Construction of circular road measuring 1. 
road at Katra at a cost of 91.18 Lakhs 


- Construction of Shankracharya temple near Katra at 


* Construction of Dormit 
Rs.188 Lakhs. 


* Construction of Manok 


* Construction of Niharika building 


* Remodeling of Adkuwa 


e Construction of Shri Vidy: : 


Rs.2.65 Lacs. 


Vaishnavi Dham Building 


ti Dham building at Jammu at a cost of Rs.315 Lakhs. 


2 kilometers connecting bus stand with Reasi 


a cost of Rs.100 Lakhs 
ory accommodation at Shakti Bhawan, Niharika, Katra at a cost of 


Phase I at a cost of Rs.201 Lakhs. 


amna Bhawan, 


Phase 2nd at a cost of Rs.235 Lakhs. 


Future Plans and Projects 


ti complex. Estimated cost of project Rs.6 Crores. | 


sanskrit Gurukul Shiksha Kendra. Estimated cost of project: - | 
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* Construction of Manokamna Bhawan Phase II at Bhawan — dormitory accommodation 
Estimated cost of project - Rs.201 Lacs. 


* Construction of Spiritual Growth Centre at Katra, Estimated cost of project: - Rs. 5 Crores, 
* Construction of Queue Complex at Bhawan to accommodate 5000 pilgrims at a time, 

* Redesigning of the area of Vaishno Devi Ji. 

e Construction of Sewage Treatment plant at Bhawan, Adhkwari and Banganga 

* Construction of Ropeway between Bhawan and Bhairon Ghati. 

* Augmenting the supply of drinking water. 

* Construction of Dormitory Accommodation - Sarai Building at Katra. 

e Construction of Darshani Deodi. 

* Construction of Pony Stand at Katra. 

* Setting up the Shri Mata Vaishno Devi University. 


For further details on these projects, devotees can refer to the booklet on Donations and 
Poojans published by the Shrine Board. Details are also available on our website 
www.maaavaishnodevi.org 
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OFFERINGS & DONATIONS 
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Offerings and Donations 


Offerings and donations are the mainstay of the income of the Shrine Board. The donations 
offered by the pilgrims are utilized for the creation of infrastructural facilities for the visiting 
pilgrims as well as for general upkeep and maintenance of the Holy Shrine. The Board does 
not receive any significant financial assistance from the State or Central Governments, 


Offerings towards the Shrine can be made either in cash or through demand drafts or 
cheques. Various counters have been set up by the Shrine Board, so as to facilitate the pilgrims 
to make donations. These counters are available at Bhawan, Sanjichhat, Adkuwari, Enquiry 
and Reservation section at Niharika, Katra and also at the Central Office of the Shrine Board 
at Katra. All these donation counters are fully computerized and are manned by trained staff 
of the Shrine Board. Computerized donation receipts bearing the First photograph of the 
Gold Ornamentation of Holy Pindies are issued to the devotees who make an offering or 
donation at these counters. These donation receipts can be preserved as a souvenir by the 
devotees. It also enables the devotees to clam Income Tax exemption on the donations made 
by them towards the Shrine. 


All donations made to Shri Mata Vaishno Devi Shrine Board, Katra qualify for exemption 
under section 80-G of Income Tax Act, 1961. 


Donations in cash can also be put in the various danpatras located both inside and outside 
the Holy Cave, but in that case the devotee is unable to get a donation receipt. More than 100 
danpatras have been placed at various locations at Katra, en-route and at the Holy Bhawan. 
These boxes are regularly opened and counting of the contents is organized under careful 
watch of the senior functionaries of the Board. 
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Donations can also be sent by post. In that case the demand drafts, cheques or money 
orders (or any other instrument of payment) are to be made in the name of Chief Executive 
Officer, Shri Mata Vaishno Devi Shrine Board, Katra and are to be sent at the following 


addresses:- 


Office of the Chief Executive Officer 
Shri Mata Vaishno Devi Shrine Board 
Central Office, Katra- 182301 (J&K) 


For the convenience of devotees residing in India and abroad a system of receiving donations 
on line has also been started by Shrine Board. On line donations are accepted through our 
website www.maavaishnodevi.org. 


ICICI credit or debit card holders are allowed to donate through ICICI ATMs. NRIs 
wishing to donate in cash/cheques can do so through the ICICI Money 2 India scheme. 


Various donation schemes have also been started by Shrine Board, whereby the devotees 
can participate directly in the major projects of Shrine Board by making donation contributions 
of the prescribed amounts. Such donors after the completion of the project are provided with 
certain exclusive privileges for themselves, their family members, relatives or friends. For more 
details on the donation schemes and related benefits for donors, devotees are requested to 
refer to the booklet on Poojans and Donations published by the Shrine Board. Detailed 
information is also available in the relevant sections of our website www.maavaishnodevi.org 


Devotees who wish to register themselves as donors with the Shrine Board are requested 
to fill up the Registration form for Donors, The form can be downloaded from our website or 
can be obtained on request from the Central Office of the Shrine Board at Katra. 
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Devotees who desire to made donation contributions in kind can do so at any of the 
Donation counters of Shrine Board. Alternatively, they can send the Donations in kind to the 
Non-Engineering Stores of Shrine Board located at Banganga or at Vaishnavi Dham, near 
Railway Station Jammu. They are however requested to refer to the booklet on Poojans and 
Donations published by the Shrine Board for more details on the items required and used in 
the Board. They may also refer to the relevant sections of our website www.maavaishnodevi.org 
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Introduction 


A journey to the Holy Shrine of 
Shri Mata Vaishno Devi Ji is a journey 
to all those places where Mata Vaishno 
Devi Ji had either spent some time 
observing spiritual discipline or had 
revealed herself to Her devotees. 
Legend says that Vaishnavi had taken 
birth in human form in the southern 
part of India. She spent a long time at 
a place known as Rameswaram (in the 
present day Tamil Nadu). From there 
She came to the northernmost part of 
the country, which used to be known 
as Jamboo in olden days (present day 
Jammu ). All such spots, which bear 
any reference to Her stay or halt in and 
around Jamboo, have thus become 
pilgrimages. These include Kol 
Kandholi at Nagrota, Deva Mai near 
Katra, Banganga, Charanpaduka, 
Adkuwari and the final destination at 
Bhawan (the main Shrine Complex), 
where the Divine Mother resides. 
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According to the scriptures, all these places are considered to be linked in some type of 
chain and one who visits all the places gets rewarded for the efforts. Following the traditional 
system, Or SO the belief goes, ensures complete success of the journey. With change in life 
styles and peonsequent paucity of time, yatries have started skipping some of the less important 
Darshans. Thus while most pilgrims do visit Banganga, Adkuwari, Sanjichhat and finally 
Bhawan, the Darshans at Kol Kandoli, Deva Mai, Bhoomika Mandir etc do get missed out for 
lack of information and time. Visiting these places may require special efforts on the part of 
the pilgrims, since most of the public transport services do not halt at these places and proceed 
directly from Jammu to Katra. One needs to inform the bus or tour operator well in advance 
if one wishes to get down at these places and will have to take another bus to proceed further. 
However, for the traditionally inclined or those with a reasonable amount of time, these other 
Darsabans are also recommended both for their religious and tourist significance. 


Kol Kandholi 


The temple of Kol Kandholi is situated at Nagrota, around 14 kms from Jammu. This is 
considered to be the first Darshan of the entire yatra to Shri Mata Vaishno Devi Ji. It is 
believed that Mata Vaishno Devi Ji stayed here for quite some time observing spiritual discipline. 
She is also believed to have played with small girls and gave them a bowl (known as Kol in the 
local language). When they felt thirsty, they shook (known as Kandholana in the local dialect) 
the bowls at a dry place and water gushed out of it. Hence the name Kol Kandholi. It is said 
that Mata used to play on a swing with the local girls. There is still a tree, on which devotees 
have put up a symbolic swing, which is 
worshipped in the memory of those days. 
The well, which is believed to have been 
formed by the water gushing out of the 
earth, is present too and it never runs dry. 


Legend also says that Mara Vaishno 
Devi Ji stayed here for a long time. At 
that time the legendary Pandavs (of the 
epic Mahabharat) were staying nereby in 
an Ashram with their mothers Kunti and 
Madri. Mythology claims that the 
Pandavs were born as Matas blessings to 
their parents and they spent a fair part of 
their early childhood days serving Mata 
first at Kol Kandholi and then at che Holy 
Cave. The temple at Kol Kandholi is said 
to have been built by the Pandavs as a 
mark of their reverence of Mata. Here 
too, the revelation of Mata is in a rock 
form (Pindi), which is said to have come 
out of the earth on the day when Mata 
left this place on Her onwards journey 
to the Trikuta Mountain. Since then She 
is Worshipped here in this Pindi form. 
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Devotees have also built another temple nearby. It has very beautiful idols of Radha Krishna; 
Shiv and Parvati with Ganesh; Maha Kali, Maha Lakshmi and Maha Saraswati; Ram, Lakshman, 
Sita and Hanuman, A beautiful and unique rock structure said to be the map of the entire 
Trikuta Mountain can also be seen nearby. Another temple nearby has a Shivling with Nandi 
outside. Yet another temple adjoining the Kol Kandholi complex has Darshans of Shri 
Satyanarayan with Lakshmi, Shivling with a Shiv idol and an idol of the Mother Goddess. 


Traditionally, people used to stop here for some time (even overnight) and after Darshans 
here, proceed further. Devotees used to organize bhandaaras (free meals for all) at nearby 
place. Since the pilgrimage was done on foot or horses, Kol Kandholi served as one of the 
most important halts of the journey during the journey in olden days. 


Deva Mai 


Around 4 km before Katra on the Jammu-Katra road, a diversion of 3.5 kms leads to Deva 
Mai, traditionally considered to be the second Darshan on the Yatra of Shri Mata Vaishno 
Devi Ji. In the olden days there used to be a walkway to Deva Mai from a village called 
Nomain, situated near Katra. With the development of the road, now the way to Deva Mai 
goes from the main Jammu-Katra road. 


Legend says that while Shri Mata Vaishno Devi Ji has Her abode in the Trikuta Mountain 
since Treta Yug (the second of the four eras as propounded by the Indian spiritual tradition), 
it is in Kaliyug (the present era) that She stayed at Deva Mai in the form of a small girl and 
completed her Tapasya (spiritual discipline and ascetic practices) here. 


The priests at Deva Mai narrate a story of one Pandit Shyami Dass, who they say belonged 
to the fourth generation of Pandit Shridhar. Pandit Shyami Dass lived separately from the rest 
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of the family at the place where the temple of Deva Mai is currently situated. He used to visit 
the Holy Cave every day for Darshans and Poojan and only upon returning back did he break 
his fast and eat something. Once when he returned home in the evening after the days work, 
he got the news that his wife who was expecting a baby had delivered a girl child. An ancient 
Indian tradition holds that at the birth or death of a family member, the entire family has to 
observe certain days of abstinence, whereby they cannot visit any temple or perform their 
daily rituals. This period during which all religious and spiritual activities are prohibited is 
known as Sutak. Pandit Shyami Dass, upon receiving the news of the birth of his daughter, 
took the vow that he would observe a complete fast during the Surak. period and would eat or 
drink only after Darshans and Poojan at the Holy Cave. The same night, the Divine Mother 
appeared in his dreams and revealed that it was actually She who had taken birth as his daughter. 


Pandit Shyami Dass was overjoyed with the arrival of the Divine Mother in his family but 
was however struck with the dilemma of naming the girl child. He could not name her as any 
other girl as She was his Divine Mother. On the other hand, he could not even call her his 
Mother due to social considerations. Thus he named the girl child as Mai Deva, which literally 
means The Mother Divine but in the local language also means By blessings of the Mother. 


The Divine Mother is believed to have stayed at this place for a period of 110 years in the 
form of a small girl child and observed various spiritual disciplines, while also granting boons 
to all those who visited Her to pay their obeisance. When her tapasya was complete, She is 
said to have converted herself 
into an idol form in front of her 
devotees and since then the same 
idol is worshipped here. It is also 
said to host a trident used by 
Mara. The trident is worshipped 
too along with the statue and is 
available for Darshans to all the 
visitors. A mango tree, again 
believed to be planted by Mata, 
is also present a few furlongs 
away. 


In the olden days, the route 
to Katra passed through Deva 
Mai and visitors preferred this 
place for their night halts before 
embarking on their onward 
journey to the Holy Cave. 
Following the development of a 
direct road to Katra and all other 
required required facilities there, 
only very few visitors visit this 
temple now. Ic still remains a 
place worth visiting, with its 
natural scenic beauty, views of 
the Trikuta Parbat and the Divine 
serenity. 
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Bhoomika Mandir 


In recent years, i.e. around 700 years back, or so the legend goes, Mata Vaishnavi revealed 
Herself to Pandit Shridhar at a place now known as Bhoomika Mandir (Temple). The term 
Bhoomika means an introduction, as in a book or story, and Darshans at this place thus 
symbolically imply the beginning of this great tale of Shri Mata Vaishno Devi Ji. Darshans at 
Bhoomika Mandir are in the form of an idol of Mata Vaishno Devi along with another idol of 
the Mother Goddess, There are also Darshans of a Shivling in a nearby Shiv Temple. 
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Important Guidelines and Information 


The following are a few useful guidelines for the pilgrims: 


Before starting 


1, Before proceeding for the trek, obtain a Yatra slip from Yatra Registration Counter, near 
bus stand KatraThe slip is issued free of cost.. No one is allowed to proceed beyond 
Banganga check post without obtaining the Yatra slip. 


2. In case you wish to avail of the facility of rented accommodation at Katra, Adkuwari, 
Sanjichhat or Bhawan, please get the room reservation done from the Enquiry and 
Reservation Counter at Niharika Complex (near the Bus Stand) Katra. 


3. Kindly confirm the rates of the Porters, Ponies and Palanquins before hiring them and 
ensure that they carry a valid registration card. Note down their numbers before entrusting 
them with your valuables. Please do not pay more than the approved rates. 


4. Video cameras, mobile phones and other electronic equipment are not allowed on the 
track. Please make arrangements for their safekeeping at Katra itself. 


5. Travel light. Please leave all unnecessary clothes and luggage at Katra itself. Food, drink 
and blankets are freely available. There is no need to carry these items along. 


While on the track 


Please uphold the sanctity of the pilgrimage av e ga age OF 
I pug g! and avoid loud dresses, vulgar lang agi 
Offensive talk or gestures The yatra is rney of fa lease do treat it as a picnic 
ff k S . atra Is a journey of fa ith. Pl d P 
not 
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14. 


N 


Respect the sentiments of co-pilgrims. 
Cooperate with the security agencies for security checks. 
Please avoid resting near landslide prone areas. 


Refrain from smoking, chewing tobacco and betel leaves, spitting, spreading litter, playing 
cards etc. Consumption of liquor, intoxicants and non vegetarian food is strictly 


prohibited. 


Keep the environment clean. Do not dirty the hill slopes. Throw the disposables in the 
dustbins only. In particular, minimize use of plastics. 


Avoid carrying too much cash, jewelry and valuables. Take proper care whatever you carry 
and beware of pickpockets and petty thieves. 


Don't trust strangers with belongings. Deposit all excess baggage in the cloak rooms. 


Don't eat anything offered by strangers 


. Beware of suspicious persons and unclaimed articles and report about the same to the 


security personnel. 


. Don't encourage begging. Begging is strictly prohibited. 
. Obtain cash receipt for any cash paid at the Shrine Board outlets. 


. Avoid using routes closed for repairs. This can prove extremely dangerous. 


Yatries with high blood pressure or heart or asthamatic problems must seek clearance 
from their doctors before starting the journey. 


. Yatries with any kind of medical problems are strongly advised against using the stairs. 


. Sticking posters, writing on the walls, mutilating or damaging the property is a legal 


offence punishable with both fine and imprisonment, 


Don't crowd anywhere. Instead keep moving. 


. Video film shooting is prohibited enroute. Please leave your video cameras at Katra. 
. Ponies are not allowed on the new track. Plan your trip accordingly. 


. Self service is the motto at all Shrine Board outlets, hence no room or table service is 


provided. 


At Bhawan and for Darshans 


On arrival at Bhawan, obtain the group number at the Yatra slip check post to get into the 
queue for Darshans. 


Proceed for Darshans only when the Group number is announced and avoid crowding for 
Darshans at Gate No.1. Abide by the procedure and wait for the turn of Darshans. Do not 
attempt to jump the queue. 


Don't use soaps, shampoos, oils etc. at the bathing Ghats. 
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4. Freshen up and wear clean clothes before proceeding for the Darshans. 


5. Nothing except cash and selected offerings are allowed inside the Holy Cave. All other 
belongings need to be deposited in the free cloak rooms. 


6. Deposit your Coconuts inside the main waiting hall against a token. 


7. While inside the Sanctum Sanctorum, focus your attention on the Holy Pindtes of the 
Divine Mother. 


8. Chanting of slogans of praises inside the cave is not allowed as it disturbs the other pilgrims, 


9, Don't offer any cash or jewelry in front of the Holy Pindies. Instead deposit the same in 
the donation/jewelry boxes. 


10. Deposit donations in the donation boxes kept at various locations or at the computerized 
donation counters against a proper receipt. No individual is authorized to accept any 
donation on behalf of the Board. 


11. Kanya Poojan is strictly prohibited. 


12. Please do not offer any tip or dakshina or any other gratification to any employee or 
person. 


13, Darshans at Bhairon temple are done only after Darshans at the Holy Cave. 


Help and Assistance 


1. For any kind of help or assistance, contact the functionaries of the Shrine Board. For 
details of names, designations and telephone numbers, please see the Appendix 


N 


Complaints and suggestion boxes are available at all the establishments of the Shrine 
Board. These are regularly opened and complaints/suggestions are duly acted upon. 


3. Complaint registers are also available at important locations. 


2 


Yatries can. register their feedback, complaints and suggestions on the official website 
www.maavaisnodevi,org 
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Approved Rates 


Rates of Pithus 
For carrying up to 20 kilograms luggage or 2 children up to 9 years. 


Katra to Bhawan and back Rs. 209 
Katra to Bhawan (one way only) Rs.125/- 
Bhawan to Katra via Bhairon (one way only) Rs. 150/- 


Rates of Ponies/Horses/Mules 


inati -ofAdult Up to Wer betn. 75-100 Kgs Adult uptO 75 kgs. + 
Destination Wt "s Ra P Children upto 10 kgs, 
or Adult above 100 Kgs. 

25/- 

Katra to Bhawan 190/- 205/- 225/ 
25/- 

Katra to Adkuwari 100/- 110/- 125/ 

Or Adkuwari to Bhawan 

Katra to Sanjichhat 160/- 175/- 195/- 

Bhawan to Katra via Bharion 215/- 230/- 270/- 

Bhawan to Sanjichhat or 70/- 75/- 85/- 


Bhawan to Bhairon or 

Sanjichhar Helipad to Bhawan 

Bhawan to Adkuwari 120/- 125/- 150/- 
via Bharion 


Rates of Palanquin services 


Rates are for 24 hours return journey. 


Destination Up to 100 kgs. Above 100 kgs. 
(4 carriers) (6 carriers) 

Katra to Bhawan and Back 1520/- 2140/- 

Katra to Bhawan and back via Bharion 1750/- 2420/- 

Sanjichhat Helipad to Bhawan and Back 600/- 450/- 


Rates of Helicopter Services 
Katra to Sanjichhat and Back (Return Journey) Rs. 4000/- 


Katra to Sanjichhat (one way journey only) Rs. 2000/- 


. Rates of Transport Vehicles 


Rates are for one way journey only. 


Ambassador 


Katra to Jammu 615/- 
Qualis Katra to Jammu 900/- 
Air Conditioned Car/Qualis Katra to Jammu 1250/- 
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Yatra Statistics 


Year No. of Pilgrims( in lakhs) 
1986 13.95 
ee a UE 
1987 18.57 
1988 19.92 
1989 23.12 
1991 31.15 
1992 35.16 
1993 33.68 
1994 37.04 
1995 40.11 
1996 43.35 
1997 44,34 
1998 46.22 
1999 46.70 
2000 52.17 
2001 50.57 
2002 44.32 
2003 46.50 (till October 2003) 


Annual Yatra figures are counted from January-December. 
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Rates of accommodation provided by the Shrine Board 


Jammu 


Type of Accommodation Fare 


Rs. 50/-per bed 


Dormitory 
Two bedded A.C Room Rs. 550/- 
Deluxe Suite Rs 700/- 
* Extra person: Rs.60/- 
* Check out time: 12:00 Noon 

Katra 
Niharika Yatri Niwas and Shakti Bhawan 
Two bedded non A.C Room Rs. 350/- 
Two bedded A.C Room Rs. 550/- 
Four bedded non A.C Room Rs. 525/- 
Four bedded A.C Room Rs. 750/- 
Dormitory Rs. 50/- per bed. 


* Extra person: Rs. 50/-(Non A.C Room) & Rs. 75/- (A.C Room) 
* Check-out time: 12:00 Noon 
* Short stay also available 


Adkuwari, Sanjichhat & Bhawan 


Adkuwari: Two bedded room Rs. 350/- 
Sanjichhat: Two bedded room Rs. 350/- 
Manokamna Bhawan: Dormitory Rs. 50/-per bed. 
Main Bhawan Complex:Two bedded room Rs. 500/- 
Main Bhawan Complex: Four bedded room Rs. 750/- 
Gauri/Vaishnavi Bhawan Complex: Two bedded room Rs. 350/- 
Gauri/Vaishnavi Bhawan Complex: Four bedded room Rs. 550/- 


* Extra person: Rs. 50/- 
* Check-out Time: 10:00 A.M. 


* All the above rates are net and inclusive of all taxes. * Rates are correct at the time of printing 
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(in feet above sea level) 
Katra town 

Banganga 
Charanpaduka 
Adkuwari 

Himkoti 

Sanjichhat 

Bhawan 


Bhairon Temple 


Summer 
Maximum 


Min 


Winter 
Maximum 
Min 


Summer 
Maximum 
Min 


Winter 
Maximum 
Min 


Altitudes 


2500 
2800 
3380 
4800 
5120 
6200 
5200 
6619 


Average Temperatures Katra 


41 degree Centigrade 
20 degree Centigrade 


15 degree Centigrade 
03 degree Centigrade 


Average Temperatures Bhawan 


30 degree Centigrade 
15 degree Centigrade 


13degree Centigrade 
-02 degree Centigrade 


* Average temperatures are indicative. 
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Rates of Items available at Bhojanalyas 
Rates in Rupees 


S.No Name of Items 

1 Coffee za 
OO 
2 Cold drink oF 
LUE Le 
à Tu 7I- 

j m ab 

5 Dal Rice Io 

6 Milk xs 

7 Mineral Water 12/- 

8 Curry 8/- 

9 Curry Pakoda Rice 15/- 

10 Poori Chana 10/- 

11 Prantha 10/- 

12 Rajmash 8/- 

13 Plain Rice 6/- 

14 Rajmash Rice 15/- 

15 Samber Vada 12/- 

16 Tandoori Chapatti (Roti) 1.50/- 

17 Tawa Chapatti (Roti) 1/- 
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Name of Items 


Rates in Rupees 


S.No 

Z IIN 
18 Tea 3/- 
Ånn 
20 Biscuit Tiger 75g. 3/- 
nn 
21 Mix Vegetable 8/- 

22 Fruit Bun 5/- 

23 Elachi Tea 4l- 

24 NesTea 3/- 

25 NesCafe 5/- 

26 Alloo Bhujia 5/- 

27 Peanuts 5/- 

28 Ordinary Thali 30/- 

29 Alloo Matter Rice 15/- 

30 Navrattan vegaetable. 10/- 

31 Lays 16g. 5/- 

32 Sa. 40/- 

33 Alloo Poori 10/- 

34 Curd-Rice 15/- 


* Rates are correct at the time of printing 
* All menu items need not necessarily be available at all locations. 
* Packaged items are available at the Maximum Retail Price (MRP) printed on the package. 
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Contact Information 


Chief Executive Officer 

Office of the Chief Executive Officer 

Shri Mata Vaishno Devi Shrine Board Katra 

Ph: - 01991-232238-232025, 232367 Fax:232089. 


Email: ceo@maavaishnodevi.org * admin maavaishnodevi.org 
helpdesk@maavaishnodevi.org 


Jammu Office 

Office of the Deputy Divisional Manager 
Shri Mata Vaishno Devi Shrine Board 
Vaishnavi Dham 

Near Railway Station, 

Jammu 


Ph:-0191-2473270, 2473275 


Katra 

Office of the Senior Manager (Niharika) 
Shri Mata Vaishno Devi Shrine Board 
Niharika Complex, Near Bus Stand, 
Katra 

Ph: - 01991-32887, 232025 Fax: 232887 


Office of the Deputy Manager (E&R) 

Shri Mata Vaishno Devi Shrine Board 

Enquiry and Reservation Counter 

Niharika Complex, Near Bus Stand, 

Katra Ph: - 01991-232887, 232025 Fax: 232887 


Katra Police 

Police Station:-232010 

Addl. Superintendent of Police:-232234 
Dy. Superintendent of Police:- 232052 


Central Reserve Police Force (CRPF):- 232730 


Katra: Other Facilities 

Community Health Centre:-232127 
Block Medical Officer:- 232127 

Jai Durga Charitable Dispensary:-233848 
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Post Office:- 233130 


Notified Area Committee:-232006 


Banganga 
Office of the In-Charge 
Banganga Ph: - 232031 


Banganga Police Post 
Police Checkpost:-232087 


Adkuwari 
Office of the Deputy Manager (Adkuwari) 
Adkuwari 


Ph: - 234329 


Sanjichhat 

Office of the Assistant Manager 
Sanjichhat: 

Ph: - 282237 


Bhawan 

Office of the Sub Divisional Magistrate 
Room No. 8, 

Kalika Bhawan 

Bhawan 


Ph:- 282225 


Office of the Senior Manager 
Room No. 4, 

Kalika Bhawan 

Bhawan 

Ph:- 282223 


Bhawan Police Station 
Police Station:-282224 


Bhawan 
Post Office:- 282226 
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J&K Bank 
Adkuwari:- 234332 


J&K Bank 
Bhawan:- 282228 


Oriental Bank of Commerce 
Bhawan:- 282221 


Visit the website: E ‘ 
So ish S US : Vi for On-line Darshans, information, 
uvenir shopping, Room bookings, Donations, etc. 


E-mail us at: helpdesk@maavaishnodevi.org 
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Katra 00 Km 2500 03 15 20 
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NC he Le. tone 
| "parts of India and abroad. 


information to the devotees about the Holy Shrine, its legends, the 
responsible for managing the yatra to the Holy Shrine is intended 
to serve as a beginning in that direction. 


Office of the Chief Executive Officer 
Shri Mata Vaishno Devi Shrine Board - Katra 
Ph: -01991-232238-232025. 232367 Fax:232089. 
- Email: ceo@maavatshnodevi. org «admin@maavaishnodevi.org 
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